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Brilliantly designed to deliver Berortianee: compatibility Fae! étability. 


Designed for PERFORMANCE 

Using only carefully selected DRAM and performance 
screening each module, each Vengeance memory kit is 
tuned to deliver fantastic performance and value. Its unique 
heat spreaders not only look cool, they keep your memory 
cooler too, making them a great choice for overclocking. 
And all Vengeance memory kits are compatible with Corsair 
Airflow fans. 


Designed for COMPATIBILITY 
Vengeance modules run at 1.5V for maximum compatibility 
with all Intel Core i3, i5 and i7 processors, as well as AMD’s 
full range of Phenom II processors. Vengeance modules also 
include an XMP profile so it’s easy to get maximum memory 
performance from your system. 
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Designed for STABILITY 

Like all high-performance memory from Corsair, Vengeance 
modules undergo rigorous testing before being assembled, 
ensuring you'll get rock-solid stability out of the box. Plus, 
Vengeance is backed by a limited lifetime warranty and 
Corsair’s legendary service and support. 
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Let’s all play nice. 
Oh, this issue’s a good one. If you're any kind of regular gamer, you 
| As | promised last issue, Atomic’s on a probably know there’s a tendency among 
new path towards awesome -if|dosayso gamers toward homophobic behaviour 
myself! And this issue is packed with just — and it really needs to stop. I’m all for a 
that. It's so cool that I’m going to dispense _ it of trash-talk when you're pwning, but 
with my usual pontificating and actually take __et’s keep it civil hey? We explore the 
you through the highlights! impact of homophobic slurs, ponder what 
So we've got what | think — though | AM can be done about it, and talk up some 
biased — is an interesting and important companies doing good work in the field - 
feature this issue on a very personal topic. and shame some bad ones. 


We go straight from there to a very 
cool topic, and a favourite of our new 
Reviews Editor, Matt Wilson - sub-zero 
overclocking! We show you what it’s all 
about, from what you need to get started, 
to how it works, and we've got some 
great shots from a sub-zero session right 
here at Atomic HQ. Fun times. 

On top of that we've got all the usual 
reviews and previews. We fall in love with 
Cooler Master's new Cosmos II case, look 

into more of Corsair’s new Vengeance 
gaming products, and we preview 
some of the hottest games of the year, 
from our cover-featured Ghost Recon: 
Future Soldier session to Max Payne 
3 and beyond - plus we've go the first 
review of the new Total War title, Fall 
of the Samurai. 

And that’s just scratching the 
surface. It’s one of our best issues 
in along time, and | very much 
hope you enjoy. 


David Hollingworth 
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New Battlefield 5 patch to 
address a mess of fixes 


From shotgun suppression effects to parachute turn 


rates, a mess of changes and fixes are coming in the next 


Battlefield 3 patch. 


It must be getting harder for all those crying out 

“OMG, DICE do not supprt BFS lolz” to keep 
making that claim (though we expect they'll 
manage). EA and DICE has rolled out a lot of 
fixes since launch, and overnight a new. patch — 
for all platforms, no less — was announced. 

There's no release date for the patch, but it 
looks to affect pretty much every aspect of the 
game. In fact, the full list is literally too long to 
simply paste the changes here. But here’s a taste: 

The Accuracy increase and Recoil reduction 
of the Bipod has been ’significantly improved for 
Assault Rifles and Carbines. 

The Bipod now provides similar Accuracy 
and Recoil benefits no matter if the weapon 
is fired while aiming or without aiming for all 
weapons. Previously only LMGs were worked 


this way. This especially improves the speed at 


which snipers can make follow up shots, and 


also allows effective un-aimed suppressive fire 


with Assault Rifles and Carbines. 

Increased the Speed at which a bipod 
is deployed, allowing the user to obtain the 
bipod’s bonus sooner after the deploy has 
started and allowing the weapon to be aimed 
in a far shorter time. The speed has been 


increased 40-50%, depending on the weapon 


and animation. 

And that’s just the bipod fixes. For 
the full published list (and even that’s 
not exhaustive), follow the addy: http:// 
battlelog.battlefield.com/bf3/news/ 
view/2832654779195992365/ 


R18+ bill introduced to parliament, 
expected to come into law in 2013 


Federal Minister for Home Affairs, Jason Clare, has introduced 
the long-awaited R18+ bill to federal parliament. Woot. 


The good lord willing and the creeks don’t 
rise, by this time next year Australia will have 
a games classification system that not only 
features an R18 rating, but that is in line with 
other forms of media classification. 

Can | get an AMEN! 

Jason Clare, Federal Minister for Home 
Affairs, introduced the R18 bill to Federal 
parliament today. “This will bring the 
classification categories for computer games 
into line with existing categories used 
to classify films and make the Australian 
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classification regime more consistent with 
international standards,” he said to his 
colleagues. 

To be sure, this is moving much slower 
than any of us would likely want, and there 
have been casualties —- such as EA’s no 
longer upcoming in this country Syndicate — 
but it is coming. 

For more info on the impact of the lack of 
an R18 rating, and how classification actually 
works, check out our Engine Room feature 
this month on page 74. 


MAXIMUM POWER COMPUTING 


FROM ATOMIC 


Well, here we are, one month older, one 


month closer to some random point in the 


future when Valve might just release Half 
Life 3... 
But let's not let Valve get us down — we're 


phere to have fun! And someone's going to 


have a lot of fun with a shiny new prize from 
Razer for helping others to have fun around 
here. So, who is it this month who walks 
away with the industry accolades (hopefully 
without tears or going the full retard)? 


It's Twinair! With some solid info on 
checking for blocked ports! 
www.atomicmpc.com.au/POTM135- 
Twinair 


Well done. But he’s not alone, folks. Put 
your virtual hands together for... 

TinBane! Who tries to squeeze nerd from a 
database :) 
www.atomicmpc.com.au/POTM135- 
TinBane 


And komuso, who always gives good aural. 
www.atomicmpc.com.au/POTM135- 
komuso 


Thanks again, guys. Keep on keeping 
Atomic. 
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MODIFICATION | 


With Ashton “Two mods are better than one” Mills. 


Sounds of Skyrim - Dungeons 


ame Skyrim 
http://skyrim.nexusmods.com/downl 


W e mentioned in our Skyrim modding 
guide to keep an eye out for up-coming 
mod that was sure to be as essential as all 
your texture replacers combined, a mod that 
addresses the other side of the immersive 
experience: sound. 

Now with the release of the CK and the soft, 
tangy goodness of creativity that it allows — and 
more specifically in relation to this mod, being 
able to completely reassign new sounds to 
regions and entities — the first version of Sounds 
of Skyrim is here. 

The whole mod is broken down into 
Dungeons, The Wilds, and Civilisations, with 
this first instalment covering Dungeons plus a 
little bit extra. 

And oh, do you want this mod. It should 
come with an extra pair of pants, given its focus 
on the scary, dark, dank depths of dungeons — 

" hear the screams of Falmer off in the distance, 
unstable wooden supports when traipsing 
through mines, rats squeaking just beyond the 
periphery of your vision, doors being open and 
closed... when you thought no one was there. 
Naturally it goes without saying you should be 
playing in the dark with the sound turned up (or 
headphones on). 

Sounds are allocated based on dungeon 
type — Cave, Fort, Sewers, Dwemer Ruins and 
so on - but it also includes sounds related 
to special events in quests, and some nice 
touches like hearing thunder and wind gusts 
while inside a structure when it’s stormy outside, 
and rain hitting wood when you walk into those 
decrepit shacks littering the countryside. 


GIN, y¥ MOD MATTERS 


Sound is all about atmosphere, and Sounds 
of Skyrim brings it in heavily-modded spades. 
And this is just the first instalment. Whatever 
your preference for mods, this should be in your 
top ten, and look out for the release of the next 
two. Enjoy. ( 


Jagged Alliance 2 Mod 


Game Sit ‘Alcene oa 


Bl mod is so awesome it doesn’t need no 
stinkin’ catchy title, it’s just called the Jagged 
Alliance 2 Mod. As the name implies this is for one 
of the few games that has earned its place in the 
hallowed hall of fame for best games of all time, 
which is notable for being both an honour, and for 
attracting modders like flies to honey. 

For JA2, it was the king of its genre - turn- 
based strategic combat — fluffed with a flair 
of brilliant humour and gameplay depth. But 
even the most perfect of games can see a re- 
imagining from modders, and thanks to Sirtech 


www. moddb. .com/imods/ja2- IS- mod ) 


releasing the source code for Jagged Alliance 
2, this is more than just tacked on goodies — 
it’s a total re-write of the game code itself. 

While the graphics are still tile-based from 
the original, the maximum resolution has 
been increased from 640x480 to 1024x768. 
Paired with this are interface tweaks and a 
new inventory system to take advantage 
of the extended screen real-estate. Most 
of the internal hard-coded variables have 
been externalised with easy-to-edit XML files, 
making the game highly tweakable, though 
the stock changes in the mod are already 
well balanced. 

The full feature list is more than we can fit 
here, but highlights include much improved 
enemy Al going from ‘bit of a nuisance’ to 

‘pain in the ass’ (with features such as flanking, 
using suppression fire and more); militia that 
can be controlled in battles and directed on 
the tactical map; weather effects including 
rain and thunderstorms, which impact on 

the skills of mercs and NPCs; load-bearing 
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PATCH 
Moves 


Assassin’s Creed: Revelations 
- Patch v1.02 


StarCraft 2: Wings of Liberty 
- Patch v1.4.2 


X3: Terran Conflict 
- Patch v3.2 


King Arthur Il 
- Patch v1.105 


equipment to allow mercs to carry more; new 
weapon attachments including scopes, stocks 
and grips; new camouflage and stealth types; 
new mergeable items and metric butt-load 

of new weapons, armor, ammo and items — 
hundreds, in fact. It’s a bigger arsenal than North 
Korea. Without that spicy cabbage stuff. And 
then there’s the multiplayer! 

If you're a JA fan this is like every Christmas 
since caveman-time to now, all at once, and 
then some. With the recently released Jagged 
Alliance: Back in Action seeing the series 
refreshed with more modern graphics, it also 
dropped many of the great features that made 
JA, well, JA. If you feel a hankering for classic 
turn-based squad action, grab JA2 from the 
bargain bin and install this mod. Now | have 
to get back to overthrowing Deidranna — as 
Fidel would say in his broken English “Go away, 
| busy!” © 
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All the coolest gadgets & gear. 
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Price: $19.95 Website: https/it 
So you've bought your shiny new PS 
up on the 26rd of February. with all t 
brethren, and bought yourself a bunch 
alas, alack! Where are you gonna keep it all? 
Lucky for you that Bluemouth thought ahead < 
made a case to keep all your bits safe. It’s con: 4 
. from polycarbonate wrapped in fabric, and snugly holds 
a PSV when travelling. There's also an included game 
wallet that can hold 16 PSV game carts (roughly the 
size of a SD card), which fits inside the case, and the 
whole shebang zips up to keep bits from falling out. 
Even better is that it can work as a stand to watch 
movies and junk! Available now from Dick Smith, 
perhaps other retailers down the road. 


Emperor 1510 rw 
Workstation 
Price: CAD$5950 Website:http://tinyurl.com/EMP1510 


Darth Vader got one to get dressed in. Alex Rogan got one to 
pilot his Star Fighter. Your friend with far too much money got 
one to show how big his... bank account... is. And now you can 
get one too — a purpose-built chair that fuses form and function 
to be seat, desk, monitor stand and fashion statement all in one. 

Sure it costs CAD$5950 plus an unknown amount of likely 
horrendous shipping. Sure it’s huge and might not be the most 
practical choice for most situations. Sure it might discourage 
you from ever leaving the house, eventually turning into a pasty 
white blob. 

But you'll feel damn awesome. 
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Harman Kardon AVR 365 


Price: $1499 Website: http://tinyurl.com/HK-AVR365 
Launching as part of the 2012 line of AV receivers, the AVR 365 sits atop the Harman Kardon pile as the most 


feature-rich product on offer. Claimed in their press release to accommodate “every entertainment whim with 
grace, style, and ease”, the AVR 365 is equipped with six HDMI 1.4a inputs (capable of stripping out audio), two 
component inputs, two optical inputs, two coaxial inputs, a USB input for iPods and flash drives, and even an 
ethernet input! With 110W for each 7.1 channel and full 3D Blu-Ray support, there’s no excuse not to watch 


something every night with a beast of an amp like this. 
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Pioneer DreamBook Z67 Quad Core 4.0 Tablet 


Price: $499 Website: http://tinyurl.com/PDB-Z67-Tab 


Tablets are all the rage, but if you don’t want to sign your soul over to the Apple camp, there's finally a few 
options hitting the market to tempt your wallet into giving up the cash. The Z67 from Pioneer is an Ice Cream 
Sandwich Android 4.0-based tablet with a IPS LCD screen identical to the iPad in specs (rumoured to be 
HD-upgradable at some point in the future), powered by a quad-core ARM Cortex AQ processor at a 
whopping 1.5GHz, storage up to 128GB and it's got a MicroSD slot for further memory expansion. 

It's a mite heavier than an iPad 2 but slightly thicker, but of unknown build quality; though it should 


scream in games and apps with such beefy hardware. Certainly one to consider! 
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Limited Edition 
Kinect Star Wars 360 Console 


Price: $599 Website: http://tinyurl.com/LEKSW-360 
If you’ve ever looked at an Xbox 360 Slim and thought “I wish that was painted to 
look like R2-D2 after a trip through a car crusher” you're in luck, as you'll be able 
to buy a limited edition pre-painted console on April 5 this year. To be fair it does 
look pretty cool, and comes with a 320GB HDD as standard alongside a white 
Kinect sensor, a normal wired headset, and a shiny golden controller. It makes a 
sick kind of sense that C-3PO theming would involve twiddling joysticks! 

It’s all bundled with a copy of Kinect Star Wars, the most lacklustre game to 
fit under the umbrella of SW titles (and man, that's saying something!), where you 
can have dance-offs and all sorts of ‘fun’ experiences. All that for $599? 


What a bargain! 
os 
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‘ GEOSYNCHRONOUS NETWORK 


Should we blame the sleeping satellites, or embrace them? 
Jake Carroll tallies the score. 


Wi all our coverage of Australia’s National 
Broadband Network (NBN), we figured 

it was enough and that we could safely revisit it 
at a later date once the network had spread far 
and wide. Not so. As we write, a fierce storm 

of words has whipped up concerning how the 
satellite portion of the NBN will function in terms 
of the capacities, costs and implications it will 
hold for the bandwidth junkies of tomorrow (who 
just happen to live out of town). 


Space station Silicon Valley 
Satellite technology isn’t new by any stretch of 
the imagination. The very idea behind satellite 
communications was first proposed in 1928 by 
Herman Potocnik — a pioneering rocket engineer 
of Slovene ethnicity. In 1945, Arthur C. Clarke 
(who we seem incapable of getting through an 
X-ray without) proposed the idea of wireless 
global communications in his paper known 

as the ‘Wireless World’. The most alarming 

and amazing thing about Clarke's idea is the 
vivid, frighteningly accurate realism in which 

he predicted the shape, technology platform 
and basis of what would go on to become the 
geosynchronous satellite. 

The true ‘father’ of the geosynchronous 
satellite, according to popular opinion, would 
probably be Harold Rosen. While working for 
the Hughes Aircraft Company in 1963, he and 
his team launched the Syncom2 into orbit as a 
payload on Delta rocket from Cape Canaveral. 
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The Syncom2 was the conduit of the very first 
satellite-relayed international phone call. This 
took place between then US president, John 
F. Kennedy, and the Nigerian prime minister, 
Abubakar Tafawa Balewa. 

A year later, the first geostationary data 
communications satellite capable of sending 
packet-based data was launched from Cape 
Canaveral. Known as the Syncom8, it was the 


@ UK 

* mss 

2 Ku-band 
®C.band 
@ Hyoria 


@ Kwband 


% L-band (OARS) 
® S-band 


irst satellite to broadcast a sporting event across 
the International Date Line and was used to 
broadcast the 1964 Summer Olympics from 
Tokyo, Japan to the United States of America. 

it was the first television program to cross the 
Pacific Ocean. 


Spinning with the rock 


lo define what a geostationary satellite 


The Clarke-orbital population of current geostationary satellites around earth. 
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(sometimes called a geosynchronous satellite) 
actually is and does requires us to have a basic 
understanding of the large rock floating in space 
upon which we live. Earth spins around an axis. 
For a geostationary satellite to work and beam 
data, audio, video and other signals to and from 
a ground receiver or transmitter, it needs a line of 
communication or a ‘beam’ to that receiver at all 
times. For that to make sense, the geostationary 
satellite must spin at the same speed as the 
Earth, such that it’s always hovering over the 
same airspace. The building blocks for satellite 
Internet or data channel services are known as 
geosynchronous networks. 

In order for the geostationary satellite to ‘make 
sense’, Kepler's Third Law comes into play. The 
law states that the orbital period of a satellite will 
be longer with increasing altitude. In Low Earth 


GEOSYNCHRONOUS NETWORK 


room by now, cowering in fear of the compass 
function on your iPhone, please, read on. 


The logistics of TCP/IP 
through the atmosphere 


The best we can come up with as an accurate 
count for geosynchronous satellites currently in 
use (and it’s rare we call in the ‘citation needed’ 
clause) is 306. 

It's great that we can bounce and relay 
packets from one beam on the earth at a ground 
station to a very long way across the other 
side of the planet due to the capabilities these 
satellites afford us, but there are some unusual 
side effects of the technology. The largest and 
most widely discussed of these is the inherent 
latency of a radio signal (wave) travelling to this 


At 35 756 kilometres high, satellites take 23 
hours, 56 minutes and 4 seconds to fully orbit 
the Earth. We deem this geosynchronous. 


Orbit, space stations that sit at 640 kilometres 
above the earth might circle around 16 times 
per day. Something as distant as the moon 
however takes around 27 days to get once 
around and complete a rotation. Somewhere 

in between there is an unusual and ‘magic’ 
altitude that helps us with our two-way satellite 
communications. Known as the sidereal day 
elevation, at 35 756 kilometres high, satellites 
at this altitude take exactly 23 hours, 56 minutes 
and 4 seconds to fully orbit the Earth. We deem 
this geosynchronous. 


Real time isn’t actually real 


You're probably wondering about what sidereal 
time is. It’s real time, not relative to what we 
‘see’ or ‘feel’ on earth. It’s the objective amount 
of time that would be observed by someone 
watching us spinning from a great distance 
away, if they had a giant stopwatch with atomic 
accuracy to time how fast the world would spin 
in comparison to viewing it from other celestial 
bodies. Confused? Good. 

Sidereal time is the hour angle of the vernal 
equinox, the ascending node of the ecliptic on 
the celestial equator. The daily motion of this 
point provides a measure of the rotation of the 
Earth with respect to the stars, rather than the 
Sun. Local mean sidereal time is computed 
from the current Greenwich Mean Sidereal Time 
plus an input offset in longitude (converted to a 
sidereal offset by the ratio 1.00273790935 of the 
mean solar day to the mean sidereal day.) 

Applying the equation of equinoxes, or 
mutation of the mean pole of the Earth from 
mean to true position, yields local apparent 
sidereal time. Astronomers use local sidereal 
time because it corresponds to the coordinate- 
right ascension of a celestial body that is 
presently on the local meridian. 

If you’re not drooling in the corner of the 
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altitude then back to the ground station. A one- 
way trip is around 0.25 seconds, with a round 
trip of around half a second. This might not 
seem like a great deal, but consider the latency 
of 0.5 seconds in a telephone conversation 
once a person has asked you a question. It’s an 
awkward amount of time to wait for a response 
and can make natural language interpretation a 
very difficult proposition. 

Encompassing everything in our world today 
is TCP/IP. Our voices channel through it, our 
cars communicate with their engines using 
it, this article is being saved to a data centre 


somewhere in California over it. When it comes 
to latency however, some applications are so 
time sensitive that the proposition of bouncing 
signals to geosynchronous satellites may be a 
bridge too far. 

Consider a highly interactive web site. There 
are plenty of them around. All the AJAX/JQuery/ 
Web 2.x content kicking around can (and does) 
rely heavily on low latency communications for 
field population, two-way get/set/post common 
gateway interface interactions. An example 
might be navigating your way around a web 
page that has lots of text input fields that require 
a user to start typing some input. Once the 
user starts typing, some sub process (perhaps 
some elegantly embedded JQuery) might run 
off and query a MySQL database for matching 
or similar records, refining the returned results 
in a drop down menu further and further as 
you type more of a word. Consider this taking 
place 300 or 400 times for a large data-set or a 
user who is searching thousands of records. If 
we have an Internet connection with a latency 
of > 700ms (which is a real world figure we 
recently experienced using a consumer grade 
2-way satellite internet connection using current 
generation modem/dish technology), consider 
the round trip time for each query/refinement 
request to “come back” to the user with valid 
responses for that text box with a word that 
may be 13 characters long, with a database 
of 15 000 words. Clearly the time taken in 
communicating with a non-local server is 
disadvantageous. 

We aren't at any point attempting to paint 
a dim light on satellite technology for the 
use of the NBN. Not by any means. We are 
simply exemplifying the physical realities of this 
communication medium. 
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Thaicom 4 - the largest K, band satellite made for 
consumer grade satellite Internet applications. 


kd 
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The fight against latency 

To cope with such issues, there are some 
unusual techniques that can combat some of 
the difficulties and tyranny of latency. At the 
heart of this is the fact that TCP/IP assumes 
poor performance of networks as a result of 
congestion and not errors on a bus. Some 
proprietary techniques are used to overcome this 
assumption, such that the perception of latency 
is minimised. We all realise we cannot change 
physics. It will always take a certain amount of 
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time for a radio wave of a certain bandwidth and 
frequency to travel from the ground to the sky 
and back again. What we can change however, 
is the way the packets move from place to place 
and how the standard TCP/IP layers behave. 
Common approaches include: 


e ACK pacing 

TCP transparent proxies 
TCP offload engines 
Middle boxes 


To our logic, many of these proprietary methods 
of ‘fixing’ satellite internet latency don’t actually fix 
the problem; rather, they put something in the way 
to occlude the actual nature of a situation. Despite 
these technologies, anything taking place in ‘real 
time’ such as video conferencing/VoIP or two way 
conversations will suffer. 


Speeds and feeds 
Established 


Satellite Internet isn’t going to win any awards for 
low latency communications, but question left is 
the bandwidth proposition and the throughput 
performance of the technology. Currently, the 
Official interim NBN solution for Australian 
satellite users offers up to a 6Mbit/sec downlink. 
Irrespective of how this measures up to city or 
metro dwelling counterparts, the alleged final or 
eventual speed of NBN satellite based services 
is 12Mbit/sec downlink. With current commercial 
grade satellites being capable for general ISP 
customers of around 40Mbit/sec, it is a very real 
proposition that satellites could provide equity for 
downlink and bandwidth speeds if nothing else. 


The K, and the K, 


Pronounced Kay-U and Kay-A, these are the 
bands that determine what wavelength a satellite 
radio transmitter/receiver will operate on. The K, 
works on 11.7 to 12.7GHz for the downlink and 
14 to 14.5GHz for the uplink. 

For the vast majority, Australia’s current 
satellite Internet providers and ISPs use K,, 
band decoders, satellite dish receivers and 
transmission standards. Many variations exist 
on the K, infrastructure including platforms from 
Optus and IPStar, using their own Thaicom4 
satellites (which happened to be the largest 
broadband satellites ever launched, at 6486 
kilograms). Many Australian rural providers 
piggyback off these platforms, including 
Activ8Me, Westnet, SkyMesh, Clear Networks 
and BlueMax. The IPStar Thaicom4 has around 
45Ghit/sec of signaling capacity. 

Be that as it may, it’s been quickly established 
that not only is the Thaicom4 heavily subscribed 
(we'll refrain from using the term over-subscribed, 
because the platform vendor would never 
publish figures suggesting as much, and it’s not 
really appropriate for us to make statements 
about figures based upon conjecture) and 
utilised by many different vendors. This can and 
does mean that quality of service on the IPStar 
infrastructure could suffer at some point in the 
not-too-distant future, despite an enormous 
signaling capability. This is nothing new to the 
communications world and is the primary reason 
we lay more and more undersea cables every 
few years to cope with our hundreds of gigabits 
per second (maybe even terabits per second) 
of signaling bandwidth required to keep the 
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YouTube tubing and the FaceBook booking. 

At that point, K, band technologies may 
become pertinent to our broadband future in 
remote areas and the 3% quoted by the NBN 
Co. that cannot gain access to more traditional 
broadband services via fibre optic connections 
or fixed wireless LTE deployments. K, covers 
frequencies between 26.5 and 40GHz for 
downlinks and 27.5 and 31GHz uplinks. K, is 
most frequently used in military and scientific 
research satellite communications currently, but 
this is changing. 

NBN Co. suggests that the investment 
in two K, satellites will be the only reliable 
means to provide 12Mbit/sec across Australia 
to the widest range of customers in remote 
locations. K, is more capable than K, in terms 
of bandwidth and consistent throughput, but 
it has the well-publicised downside of being 
more susceptible to phenomena known as 
rain fade. 


> 
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Rain fade 


Unfortunately, no matter what we do and no 
matter how we tweak and tune the technology, 
satellite communications fall victim to the 
absorption of microwave radio frequencies 
due to atmospheric rain, snow, ice and 
thunderstorms. Anybody who uses a satellite 


to swallow many other nations whole, along with 
their vastly more dense populations. Combining 
this with the sheer width of Australia, and we 
end up in a scenario where economics don’t 
make it easy for us to deliver a fair and equitable 
broadband service. With Satellite, we should not 
be under any false illusions about exactly how 
‘fair’ or ‘competitive’ the service will be. 


NBN Co. suggests that the investment in two 
K, satellites will be the only reliable means to 
provide 12Mbit/sec across Australia. 


communications mechanism for their internet 
connection will be familiar with this scenario. 

Again, there is a mitigation mechanism for rain 
fade. Uplink power control provides the simplest 
means of combating varying climatic conditions. 
By increasing uplink power as needed, one can 
effectively ‘burst through’ poor conditions, or 
points where radio frequencies are obscured. Of 
course, the technology is imperfect and doesn’t 
fix things 100% of the time — brute force is only 
so useful. 


Big dish future 


We live in a country unkind to us through the 
tyranny of distance. The country is large enough 


tat 


Compared to the city, remote locations 
serviced via satellite will experience high latency. 
The exact implications of latency on next 
generation content will become more obvious 
as forums start over-flowing with complaints. 
Irrespective of what either political 
party believes about the ‘right’ way 
to provide broadband eauity to the 
masses; it’s important to remember 
that we truly are the lucky country, 
in that we're in a sufficiently socio- 
economically evolved place to have 
the luxury of worrying about these 
things, rather than how to find our next 
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meal or get through the night. (=) 
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Dan Rutter brings the answers to 
your questions like no-one else can. 
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Plugpack depopulation 


‘i My home comms cupboard seems to 
have contracted a prolific disease of 
wall warts. 

| have the usual causes of this disease; 
router and network switch, but then to add 
to the mess, | have a couple of Ethernet to 
C-bus home automation units, an infrared 
repeater unit, a wireless link to my mate’s 
place up the road powered from my comms 
cabinet... And the list goes on. 

Most of these power hungry devices are 
running at 12 VDC. 

My question is, would it be worthwhile 
using one large power supply for the 12 
volts and be rid of the wall warts? Or are 
wall warts more efficient that | give them 
credit to be? 

Ben Smith 


Modern switchmode plugpacks — the 
4 lightweight ones — are efficient 

enough that there’s little to be gained by 
replacing them. A bad one might be only 
80% efficient; a good one, 90% or more. 
Since they're seldom delivering very much 
power, even if you manage to replace an 
80%-efficient one with a really good 
95%-efficient power supply of some sort, it’ll 
take you a long time to make back the price 
of the new power supply. 

(If you're paying to air-condition your 


house, relatively small power differences 
can be more significant, because every 
unnecessary watt is another watt of heat 
your air conditioning has to pump away. If 
you're paying to heat your house, on the 
other hand, inefficient PSUs will help you!) 

If you’ve got a cabinet full of small devices 
that all add up to well over a hundred 
watts, an upgrade could still be worthwhile. 
You can get dedicated switchmode PSUs 
suitable to replace a bunch of plugpacks of 
the same voltage (your cable-soldering skills 
permitting, of course) fairly cheaply. Jaycar 
have a few of them in their “Power Supply 
> Switchmode Open Frame & DIN Rail” 
product category. 

If | were trying this, though, I’d try an 
old PC power supply. Yellow wires are 
12V, black wires are ground, to get an ATX 
PSU to power up when it’s not connected 
to a computer, connect pin 14 on the 
motherboard connector (pin 14 is the only 
green wire) to ground. A lightly loaded PC 
PSU may not be very efficient, but if you’ve 
got one kicking around already, it’s worth a try. 

A cheap electricity consumption meter 
(www.dansdata.com/quickshot041.htm) 
will give you a pretty good idea of how much 
power, if any, you’re saving. 

If there are some old-fashioned hot-and- 
heavy plugpacks in your cabinet of gadgets, 
an upgrade may be more attractive. Old 
heavy plugpacks are simple linear power 


You'll probably only need to run the car half an hour per day. 
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supplies (their weight is almost all copper 
transformer), and their efficiency is lousy; 
easily only 50%, or worse. You don’t need 
to rig one big PSU for everything to replace 
old plugpacks, of course; just swap the old 
plugpacks out for modern ones with the 
same voltage and polarity, and the same or 
greater current capacity. 

Standby power is a related issue. 

Power supplies that’re energised even 
when the device they power is turned 

off draw “vampire power” which is all, by 
definition, wasted. Vampire power can be 
quite substantial for older electronics, like 
TVs, stereo systems and some computer 
hardware. My slightly elderly 30-inch Dell 
3007WFP-HC monitor, for instance, draws 
17 watts when it’s “off”. Those sorts of 
numbers can add up fast. 

Low standby power has been a selling 
point for a while now, though, so again 
there’s not necessarily a lot to.be saved. The 
current-model Dell U3011 30-incher, for 
instance, has standby power of less than 
two watts. And if the devices you’re looking 
at are a cabinet full of IT gear that’s all 
running 24/7, there is of course no standby- 
power issue at all. 

(If you go on holiday and don’t need some 
or all of the stuff still running, though, it’s 
worth turning as much gear as possible off 
at the wall, rather than turning the devices off 
and leaving their power supplies plugged in. 
This also prevents the gear from getting fried, 
or starting a fire, in the unlikely event of PSU 
failure, or a nearby lightning strike or pole-pig 
distribution transformer failure.) 
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ministrator: C:\Windows \system32\cmd.exe - diskpart 


ft Windows (Version 6.1.7661) 


ht <c> 2689 M osoft Corporation. All rig! 


MH i jon 6.1. 7681 
Copyright <C> 888 Microsoft Corporation. 
On computer: Di 


IDISKPART> 1i: 


Online 1863 GB 
DISKPART> select disk @ 
Disk @ is now the selected disk. 


IDISKPART> clean 


ceeded in creating the specified partition. 
lect partition 1 

Partition 1 is now the selected partition. 

DISKPART> active 

DiskPart marked the current partition as active. 

DISKPART> fornat fs=ntfs quick 


168 percent completed 


Remember, it's not a proper command-line utility if it can't wreck your 
computer. 


Mass storage misery 1 


a. You know when people send you letters saying they’re using their 
J laptop or work computer or something because their usual PC is 
busted? I’d be doing that, if my data drive was still plugged in. 

I've got a 1Tb C: drive in my PC, and added a 2Tb data drive the 
other day. Everything seemed fine and | was playing around with 
partitioning it in Disk Management (Windows 7, 64 bit), and then | think 
| went back to one partition, and made it “Active” by mistake, and now 
the computer won't boot if that drive's still plugged in. 

I've got an old and almost busted WinXP laptop and a $10 eBay 
SATA to USB kit, so | plugged the data drive into the laptop and ran 
Disk Management there. 

Bill Gates must have had a pretty good laugh when he made Disk 
anagement able to make a partition “Active”, but not able to make it 
UN-"Active” again. 

How the hell do | fix this? 
Craig Klausen 


[0] Disk Management can indeed make partitions Active, but not 
undo that. Perhaps this is to stop tinkerers from accidentally 
de-Activating their boot drive, but you'd think Microsoft could just block 
that feature for the system disk. 

Anyway, there are various dedicated partition managers that can fix 
your problem, but Windows has a program that'll let you do it, too — the 
command-line utility Diskpart (bit.ly/msdiskpart). 

You run Diskpart, select the drive and partition you want to change, 
and then use the “inactive” command to de-activate it. 

If you’ve got several drives that’re hard to tell apart in a list, and feel 
justifiably nervous about maybe doing something bad to the wrong drive 
and ruining your week, make a System Repair CD (bit.ly/systemrepair), 
power down, unplug all drives except the one you want to work on, 
boot from the CD, use the open-command-line option in the list of repair 
tools, and run Diskpart there. 

(A System Repair disc is a handy thing to have anyway - it’s faster to 
work with than booting a Windows install disc and using the repair tools 
from that.) 

Incidentally, setting a partition on an external, removable drive to 
Active shouldn't stop the computer from booting. You shouldn’t even 
have to boot without the external drive plugged in. It’s only doing it to 
internal disks that’s a bad idea. 
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Mass storage misery 2 


i I’ve just installed my fifth hard drive into this computer, which 
makes me feel pretty studly. But now the computer won’t boot 
unless the C drive’s the only one connected. | think that’s the deal, 
anyway; there are an awful lot of cables in there and | don’t work well on 
my knees under the desk. 

That came out wrong. 

Anyway, the error | get is a black screen that says “Reboot and Select 
proper Boot device.” 

Help me avoid spending more of what | believe you call my “profanity 
allowance.” 

H. Chauvet 


0 After a bit of back-and-forth, it transpired that H’s problem is that 
2) his computer only wants to boot from the first SATA drive in the list, 
the one plugged into the first of the several SATA sockets on the 
motherboard. 

You can go to the boot order in the BIOS setup program and change 
it around, to for instance put boot-from-optical-drive above boot-from- 
SATA-hard-drive in the list to make sure you boot from a bootable CD/ 
DVD if there’s one in the optical drive, but the only actual hard drive you 
can choose to boot from is the lowest-numbered one. That used, of 
course, to be the drive H wanted to boot from, but while hooking up the 
new drive, H had mixed up the cables. 

(Note that the first drive, or the first low-level anything else, in a list 
of things connected to a computer will probably be indicated by a zero 
rather than a one, because that is how computers like to count. Beware 
of misunderstandings that may occur because of this; “the first drive” and 
“drive number 1” can very easily not be the same thing.) 

Anyway, when H shuffled the cables around so C: was connected to 
the first plug again, the computer booted again. 

| like to write the drive letter assigned to each drive on the end of the 
drive with a silver pen, because otherwise it’s easy to get confused if 
you, like H and |, have five hard drives. While you’re scribbling on your 
hardware, you can number the SATA cables as well. 


Going loopy 


iL I’m my office IT guy, on account of being slightly less useless at it 
than anybody else, so it falls to me to figure out stuff like why our 
explosion in a spaghetti factory LAN got very sick last week. 

Long miserable dusty tangled story short, someone ran a chair over a 
cable and fractured it, then ran their own replacement cable, and in the 
process somehow managed to plug one port on our 48-Port You Beaut 
Paddy’s Market Special Edition switch into another port on it. And then 
the network was almost completely broken, until | finally found the guilty 
cable and unplugged it. 

Only ALMOST completely broken, though. Some pings got through, 
you could see shared resources and at least attempt to connect, and | 
think someone even managed to use the networked printer. 

This keeps niggling at me. Shouldn't this have been a complete 
disaster? Why did it still work, a bit? What was the actual problem? 

Armi A. 


0 You had a switching loop. 

When one port on a switch is connected to another port on 
the same switch, or another switch that’s already part of the same 
network, then broadcast packets that get sent out of every port — that’s 
the definition of a broadcast packet - come back in the loop-connected 
ports, and now get sent out to everyone again, and again, and again, 
using up all of the available bandwidth and crowding out real traffic. The 
immense number of “broadcast storm” packets just compete with valid 
data, though, they don’t override it, so your network will continue to work. 

“Serious” networking gear, correctly configured, will automatically 
detect a loop and instantly block one of the culprit ports. But cheap 
consumer/small-office networking gear isn’t smart enough to do that. ( 
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Value-add or money grab? Ashton Mills ponders. 


| t used to be that when you bought a game, 
you bought the complete game. For many 
games this is still true; but with the advent of 
DLCs in recent years — originally and ostensibly 
to provide added content — the trend seems 

to be moving towards not extra content, but 
extricated content. 

Games are sometimes being released with 
DLCs that add content which sometimes looks 
like it should part of the original game — in which 
case, why are you paying extra? Common 
examples of this include the Arena mode of 
Dead Island and the Versus mode of Resident 
Evil 5, but it’s been happening for some time 
now. One of the more notorious examples was 
Oblivion’s Horse Armor DLC near the launch of 
the 360 — charging for something as simple as 
an extra model which was clearly developed 


alongside the game itself, but not bundled with it. 


The problem however is that ‘DLC’ is applied 
to all sorts of content these days. Sometimes 
it is, like the Horse Armor, clearly part of the 
original game and you'd be right to be cheesed 
(and vote with your wallet by not purchasing). 
Other times it’s genuine add-on content, such 
as Borderlands’ Zombie Island or Robot 
Revolution, adding entire new areas and 
expanding playability further. And other times it’s 
somewhere in between, like the Dynasty Shields 
DLC for the recently released Crusader Kings II - 
a pack of 50 unique historical shields, an option 
for the history nuts but not essential to enjoy the 
original game. 

No one can fault publishers wanting to make 
more money, it’s their job, but there’s a fine line 
between value-add and ripoff. Few would point 
to the Borderlands examples as unfair, but when 
a game launches with DLC at the same time, 
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that DLC looks suspiciously like content that 
should have been part of the original game — 
causing gamer rage. 

It gets worse if a publisher releases a DLC 
for a game while major bugs remain unfixed. 
Whether true or not, the perception then is that 
there’s very little care for the customer, preferring 
to milk the brand than do the right thing and fix 
a broken product. When this happens it isn’t 
just about a legion of nerds raging on unknown 
forums against a publisher, this seriously 
damages the brand and impacts future sales. 
Other hot coals for publishers to walk include, 
of course, the price. Throwing out a few extra 
maps for that vaguely popular shooter Modern 
Warfare 2 for a few bucks? Probably not so 
bad. Charging $20 or more for them? Expect 
to get your feet burnt. 

But the minefield gets even more mired — in 
some instances a DLC doesn’t actually include 
any DLC at all: the content is already included 
with the original game, and the ‘DLC’ you 
purchase is a code which unlocks it. Magic 
The Gathering 201 1/2012 works this way 
for example, but it’s not the only one. Most 
people aren't aware when this happens, 
unless they're watching the download meter. 

Is this a problem? The game was obviously 
designed (especially in Magic’s case) to have 
extra content added over time, but the fact 
it’s already finished, and already installed, and 
you're paying to ‘unlock’ what you already 
own... | daresay a publisher could manage 
perceptions better by ensuring content, 
however small, must be downloaded. 

Unfortunately there’s no standard for 
what a DLC is supposed to be, beyond the 
definition of the acronym. It seems to have a 


different value for different publishers, and this 
makes it harder for gamers to judge where to 
spend their hard earned pennies. There is one 
advantage in the gamer’s hand however: your 
feedback. Presumably you're already not going 
to buy something you feel is a rip-off, but go a 
step further next time and email the publisher 
explaining why. When enough people do it, the 
message will start to sink in that a DLC has to 
add real value for a fair price. Fortunately some 
publishers already do this, really well. Continue 
to support these chaps and you'll strengthen the 
value of good DLC. (& 
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y¥ HOMOPHOBIA IN GAMING 


David Hollingworth reports on why casual homophobia 
can be a serious problem, and ponders the way forward 
for gaming sites and communities. 
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Ss. fi235 


0, while chatting to some friends 
the other day, a rather interesting 
article was linked in my direction. 
It concerns, of all things, the 
actions of a British soccer team, which 
had recently sacked one of its players for a 
homophobic Tweet (http://www.theregister. 
co.uk/2012/01/12/football_player_tweet/). 
Neat. But... 
Why is this even relevant in Australia, 
especially to a gaming mag? 
| was talking to them — lamenting, more 
accurately — about the state of the online 
gaming community, and what appears to be a 
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rather entrenched feeling that sexism, racism, 
and homophobia is A-okay, and that if you’re 
offended by being called a fag it’s ‘just your fault’. 
My lamentations were due to the increasing 
feeling that even in our own Atomic community, 
not to mention the games | commonly play, 
there’s a degree of similar behaviour that is 
considered the norm, but that is incredibly 
hurtful. That I’d gone home and played some 
BFS to relax, and managed to luck onto a server 
full of people defending homophobic slurs... well, 
that didn’t help either. 

So here it is — I’m a queer gamer, one who 
comes from a community of similar left-of-center 
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types. This is me trying to come to terms with 
the whole issue, focusing on the homophobic 
behaviour that impacts me personally the 
most. It is ferociously complex, and you will find 
people arguing over the same thing pretty much 
all over the internet. I’m not even sure there is 
an objective right or wrong, and I’m certainly 
not sure that | can change any minds; but, 
subjectively, | certainly know how | feel when 
I’m around this kind of behaviour — and | know it 
impacts on others in the same way. 

But it’s best to start at the beginning, and 
find out why ‘gay’ is such a powerful pejorative 
among gamers, and where it comes from. 
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Faq's only offensive 
if you let it be - fag! 


Faggot. Gay. Ghey. Fag. 

Since the early days of Counter Strike, back 
when it was still a mod for Half Life, ‘gay’ has 
been a classic gamer pejorative. If someone's 
hacking, their actions will be called gay; if you're 
annoying someone, you could be called a fag. 
Basically, if it's bad and unpopular... that’s so gay. 

I’m not sure of the roots of this, but | suspect 
it started popping up at about the same time 
that the term ‘camping’ did. Camping sprung 
from snipers hiding in the tent on one of the very 
first Counter Strike maps; they would stay there 
all game, happily pwning; thus anyone sticking 
in one spot to snipe others became a camper 
in amore general sense. Considering that both 
terms - gay and camping — came into usage at 
much the same time, it’s not too long a bow to 
pull that once the act of camping became bad, it 
also became gay, for obvious reasons. 

Where it came from, though, is pretty 
irrelevant, however. It’s the intent behind the 
usage, and how it’s often defended, that I’m 
more interested in talking about. 

Let's consider the latter. Whenever someone 
brings up gay as a slur, and someone takes 
offense on the basis of homophobia, there's 
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always a cadre of people leaping to its defense. 
These statements can be pretty varied, but it 
basically boils down to two beliefs: first, that if 
you take offense at the term, it’s your own fault, 
and secondly, that it’s actually got nothing to do 
with sexuality, because it’s a bundle of wood, 
ZOMG, get over it, etc. 

There's a lot that can be said about ‘choosing 
to be offended’, and | have often received 
advice that | should probably not take things so 
seriously. But at the end of the day, if someone 
uses gay or fag or whatever in such a way 
as to offend, such as ‘Fuck off you gay AWP 
whore’, then let's be honest — that is meant to 
be offensive. It is said in anger, in a way that 
is meant to provoke a response. They're not 
offering it up as an ambiguous statement open 
to interpretation. They're saying that the object 
of their derision is, well, just that - worthy of 
derision. If |, for instance, call someone a ‘puerile 
mouth-breather’ I’m certainly not intending to 
leave the matter of my meaning up to the target 
of my disregard. I’m using those terms because | 
know they have a certain power over others. 

So why is a sexual orientation that most users 
of the term don’t even share the insult of choice? 
Why is it the first thing that a lot of people in 
gaming circles reach for when they need a good 
name to call someone? It’s simple, really, and it 


| any airtime at Blizzcon at all. 


There are a tonne of queer-friendly and exclusively queer - 
Guilds in World of Warcraft, so you would think that 
publisher and developer Blizzard would understand 
what not to do when it came to not treating a 
goodly portion of your audience like crap. 

But you'd be thinking wrong. 

At last year’s Blizzcon one of the musical acts was 
Cannibal Corpse. Fun if you like grunting men and 
thrashing guitars, but it’s not really our cup of 
tea. But even worse than a genre that didn’t 
appeal, was that Blizzard ran a video preceding 
the band that featured the lead singer basically 
acting like a jerk and a homophobe. The version 
Blizz played was heavily edited, so as to 
remove some particularly nasty homophobic 
slurs, but the fact remains that Blizzard 
thought this was a good idea. Even the 
edited version was in bad taste, using 
terms even Atomic would rather 
not reprint. 

But the full clip is well-known, 
so it’s beyond us why it got 


When the website GayGamer 
reported the odd choice, at 
least Blizzard responded 
(http://us.battle.net/ 
wow/en/forum/ 
topic/3424906852#1). It was 
something, but ultimately a 
case Of too little, too late. 
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Bioware isn’t just a great developer, but 
without even trying, they're one of the 
most supportive game makers in the 
industry when it comes to queer rights. 

Relationships have always been a big 
part of Bioware’s work. Making friends — or 
enemies — keeping companions happy, and 
general social engineering have made up a 
lot of game time in both Knights of the Old 
Republic and Mass Effect. However, things 
got more personal in the latter series, as 
you could actually romance one of your 
companions — you could do it regardless of 
gender match-up. 

There was an outcry from the moral far 
right when this emerged regarding the first 
Mass Effect. It was almost banned in some 
couniries over the fact that even if you were 
playing a female character, you could still 
woo the female love interest. 

Bioware’s continuing to offer these 
options, in Mass Effect and in Dragon 
Age, and now it'll be part of an upcoming 
patch for The Old Republic MMO. Despite 
what those who speak out against this, 
Bioware's not pushing any kind of agenda 

— the company’s merely making sure that 
any gamer can enjoy its games to the 
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“| know I'm probably a mild offender when it comes to this, 
but i'm always very careful that my comments, razing or 
attempts to get in the head of another player to get that 
edge never comes at the cost of causing someone distress.” 


“Perhaps the game industry itself is a little to blame for this sad state of affairs. 
Games mostly avoid directly referencing sexuality as a matter of course. The 
mega-hyped blockbuster releases aimed squarely at the teenage to young 
adult male population are almost invariably testosterone-fuelled epics of Men 
With Men Doing Manly Things. And it's at these crucial formative years when 
attitudes and prejudices tend to become most firmly fixed.” 
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has nothing to do with sticks or kindling; 

it's a powerful slur because in the minds of 

the straight male gamers who coined the term, 
being gay is just about the worst thing 

they could think of. 

That’s what | hear whenever the term is used, 
and not just used at me, personally. It reminds 
me that in a lot of ways LGBT people - that’s 
Lesbian, Gay, Bi, Trans, for the uninitiated — 
are still without a whole raft of basic rights; it 


reminds me of all the bullying that | or my friends 
have ever suffered, of the very real threat (and 
sometimes use) of violence that a lot of us live 
under. | am not choosing to take offense — | am 
being reminded that my sexuality is offensive. 
That may not be the intention of some random 
dude who I’ve just head-shotted, but the reality 
is the same nonetheless. 


You are taking 
this way too seriously 


It's entirely possible that a lot of people reading 
this cannot see where I’m coming from, and will 
feel that I’m making a mountain out of a molehill. 
Obviously, | disagree, and here's why. 

People kill themselves over this kind of thing. 

Bullying of any kind can be terribly destructive, 
but the bullying that queer kids - and 
even many adults — put up with is 
particularly nasty. It’s not something 
that can be walked away from. 


The very suggestion that something you have 

no control over — something that literally hurts no 
one else — is so bad that others must hurt and 
hound you... it can be overwhelming. It can be 
too much, and if wherever you turn for solace 
you're reminded of your status as an object of 
derision, it can feel like there’s only one solution; 
that if this is what life’s like... why struggle? Better 
to take control of the one thing that is irrevocably 
yours. Or so the mindset of too many goes. 


It's important to say here, though, that I’m 
not equating the casual slurs of the ‘that’s so 
gay’ crowd to bullying. It’s actually summed up 
best by the Manager of the football team we 
mentioned at the start of this article, referring to 
the sacked player. “On this occasion Lee’s had 
to pay for his error of judgment. He’s made a 
homophobic comment, [but] that 
doesn’t necessarily mean he’s 
homophobic.” 

We all of us say things we 
don’t mean. We can offend 
accidentally, and most of us 
will apologise right away if 
we've caused someone to 
feel uncomfortable. For 
some reason, though, wh 
a lot of people feel 
that gaming, even v 
the entire internet, x 
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is exempt from what is basically accepted as a 
common courtesy. 


Pft! It’s the internet - there 
are more important things 
to worry about! 


For some reason, a lot of netizens (man, I’m 
really showing my age by using that term) feel 
that there’s a certain ‘what happens in Vegas, 
stays in Vegas’ cache that the internet should 
enjoy. In the words of one Reddit commenter, 
responding to people discussing this very 
subject, “There is a huge difference between real 
life homophobia and internet lol’s (sic) and if you 
can’t see that you need to lighten up.” 

There are two assumptions here, both of 
which | disagree with. One is the idea that, once 
again, it’s the person feeling offense that is at 
ault. To my mind, that’s not too dissimilar to 
claims that a victim of sexual abuse brought it on 
hemselves, and if they’d just dressed differently/ 
not gone to a certain place or whatever, they 
wouldn't be in trouble. This is generally called 
blaming the victim’; getting into victimology 
iS a minefield, but it’s worth pointing out that 
his is often done for the goal of absolving the 
perpetrator of any responsibility. When | often 


“As an ‘older gamer’ | have been both taken aback and dismayed by some of the chat I've 
witnessed in game - mainly homophobic but sometimes also racist. While a more generous 
person than me might be willing to cut mouthy teenagers some slack, seeing unthinking 
homophobic chat in game from players who | know are well past being able to use that as an 
excuse has found me wondering what the hell is going on. | think the vast majority of people 
now get the idea that labelling/abusing people on the basis of race is wrong and I'm (naively 
perhaps) surprised that people can't see that labelling/abusing people on the basis of sexual 


orientation is just as wrong.” 
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auld this be the game where the gay = bad thing/all 
MStartedent just might be... 


endeavour that operates under wildcat rules — 
it's an open forum that we all have the right to 
enjoy without fear of hurtful speech or behaviour, 
just as we should feel safe in the workplace or 
walking down to the shops. 

Hell, the UN feels that internet access should 
be listed as a basic Human Right. 

And, importantly, it’s an increasing part of 
many people’s workday. Whether it be staying in 
contact with the company via email, managing a 

forum, or simply trying to keep on top 
a bewildering array of news- 
feeds, a lot of people are 


online not for yucks, but 


because that's how 
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hear ‘It’s not my fault you’re offended’, or the 
classic half-apology ‘I am sorry if you took 
offense’, all | hear is someone who refuses to 
look at their own behaviour. 

The real killer for me though is the idea that 
the internet should somehow be absolved of 
all the societal norms that regulate day-to-day 
interactions. ‘It’s just the internet’ is something | 
hear a lot. 

It's actually ‘just’ an amazing tool for 
communication and betterment, the ultimate 
combination of library, coffee house, sporting 
field, and laboratory. It’s not there ‘just’ so that 
keyboard warriors can get their grief on. It’s 
not some wild west, a separate area of human 
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“When | joined the Atomic forum over eleven years ago, | joined it out of curiosity, 
but also with immense trepidation. | was a girl - a real live one - and my experience 
with gamers and gaming servers had been that girls weren't welcome. My original 
gaming and online nickname was chosen specifically because it was gender neutral. 
Thank god Teamspeak hadn't been invented yet! 

In any case, bias was something | lived with and hated. "You play like a girl" was 
fired around regularly. "That's gay" was also something | heard as well. | didn't 
think much of it at the time, not really thinking about anyone's sexual orientation, 
although it was something | never used. But these days, after watching "Gay" 
people copping the same treatment | copped and feeling greatly for them - and then 
listening to my son playing online games, and discussing the language being used - 
it is certainly something | take much more seriously.” 
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they make their living. Speaking very personally 
now, being online isn’t just a part of my job 

as Editor at Atomic — it is pretty much one of 
the main pre-requisites. When I'm told to ‘chill, 
it’s only the internet’... well, that’s my career 
you're talking about. It’s my workplace. It's an 
environment that is meant to free us and open 
up new worlds, literally and figuratively. 


As much as | would like to, rage-quitting is just 
not an option. And if you Google ‘homophobia in 
gaming’, you'll see it's not some isolated issue — 
it's a widespread point of discussion. It’s not just 
from gamers and communities, too — it’s often 
game publishers and developers who are part 
of the problem. When the hate comes from all 
around, it gets to the point where you either get 
out of Dodge, or you so something about it. 


So whatcha gonna do? 


There, really, is the rub. Moderating any online 
forum is a tough proposition, and despite having 
the support of a group of volunteer mods who 
back me up wonderfully, moderating Atomic can 
be akin to herding cats. In a storm. While naked. 
Articles like this, which try to bring the problem 
to light, are — | hope — a part of the solution. If 
just a handful of people read this and change 
their behaviour, it’ll be a victory. If a queer gamer 
reads this and feels a moment of solidarity, and a 
little less alone, that’s something to be proud of. 
But I’d also like it if then, they could sign up to 
the forums and know it’s a safe place — and, right 
now, it isn’t. There are too many people who 
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feel belittling others is their right, that it’s merely 
‘banter’, and that it's okay to say they’d not stand 
up to stop violence against LGBT people. It’s 
not a widespread issue, sure, but it is there, and 
| Know it makes me uncomfortable; and, that 
being the case, I'd probably recommend LGBT 
people go elsewhere. It’s the same for many 
gaming communities across the internet, across 


es 


almost every genre. 

What | wonder, is: can that be 
changed? We already have a 
pretty strongly worded section 
in our own forum guidelines 
forbidding hate speech of any 
stripe, but at community request 
we let things get a little rough 
at times in The Green Room, our 
general chat section. The majority 
seem to prefer an environment where 
a bit of a thick skin goes a long way; 
that's muddied the waters a little, 
so instead of clear rules to 
enforce, | and the mods now 
have to worry about being 
tough enough, or too tough, 
or... it takes a lot of effort, and 
we miss a lot of stuff that isn’t 
reported. And, at times, | find 
myself letting stuff slide because 
it’s too hard, and putting my foot 
down would be too unpopular. 
Which is the worst thing of all, really, 
because then | just feel complicit. 
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| know what my conscience desires, though. 
I'd like to be able to have the courage to back 
my convictions, just like that British football club. 
I'd like there to be no place for homophobia of 
any kind on Atomic, direct, implied, or incidental. 
I'd like it be free of sexism, racism and an open 
place for all gamers and tech enthusiasts. I’d 
like to see the wider forum of gaming as a whole 
become a more tolerant and open place. And it’s 
occurring to me that if that’s what | want, then | 
can’t just ignore it and hope it goes away; even 
simply hoping to effect change by example may 
not be enough. 

| think the time’s coming when it’s just going 
to be not on. There’s that old, kind of 
corny saying” “Be the change you want 
to see in the world”. Perhaps it's not so 
corny any more. (@, 


“| have worked in a lot (ten plus) of schools in NSW over the past couple of years 

and the term ‘gay’ and ‘fag’ is endemic, | would hear it a hundred times a day. 
This is gay, that is gay, school is gay, he’s being a fag, stop being a fag, almost as 

bad as ‘fuck’ and derivatives thereof, in fact it’s really worse because at least with 


the better kids will check their use of various c and f words when they know I'm 
listening, but they are perfectly happy to keep talking about so and so being such a 
fag or how gay it is. 
| know two gay teachers and it really hurts them to be constantly denigrated 
like that.” 
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W: do a lot of testing in our labs, and we look long and hard at every piece 
of hardware to determine whether or not it passes muster. From taking a 
new card out of its packaging, to bundled extras, to performance, every facet 
of a given piece of kit’s ‘user experience’ is under scrutiny. 

In some instances, we have tough benchmarks to help us rate gear. For a CPU 
or a graphics card, raw performance is, of course, the most vital stat as whether it 
stinks or smells like roses, as well as the ability to overclock well. But there are other 
things we pay attention to in the review process. 

Value for money is an important consideration, especially in the current 
financial climate. High end gear is expensive enough as it is, So we look for 
good bundles. For instance, a graphics card that comes with a game or two, 
all the cabling you'll need, and little surprises like tools and other bumpf will 
score higher than a card that costs similar, but doesn’t give you any presents. 

Build quality is another thing we rate. From a PC case to a motherboard, we 
like our hardware well-made and capable of a taking a bit of punishment. We 
also like any included manuals to be clear and concise. 

A lot of what we look for can be hard to put into numbers, we admit, but we 
try to think about what any enthusiast would think about their new gear after 
laying down money for it, installing it, and then using it. 

And our benchmarks help, too. We've picked a suite of games and 
applications that anyone can get access too, so that you — the reader — can 
easily compare your own gear with the kit we have in each issue. In fact, we'd 
recommend to all our readers that they run all of these tests on their systems 
and save the results, so you can always have a familiar benchmark of your 
own to compare to the latest gear in Atomic. 


Our shiny Alienware-powered Gaming Lab, where we_ | 
do most of our game reviewing and peipheral testing. 
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CPU Benchmarks: | 


Hexus PiFast 

http://pifast.hexus.net/pifast.php 

PiFast is a program that essentially calculates pi to a set amount 
of decimal places. It is a single-threaded application (one core/ 
thread) and we run it at ten million places (10, O00, 000) using the 
Chudnovsky method, in the standard mode with no compression, 
and a FFT length of 1024kb. The program is free, so grab it and 
run it on your CPU. Memory bandwidth plays a significant role in 
the final performance of this program, so be sure you bump up 
the frequency as well as the CPU clock! 


wPrime 
http://www.wprime.net/ 

“wPrime uses a recursive call of Newton’s method for estimating 
functions”, says the website as it attempts to explain in plain 
English what it does. What it does do is, essentially, complex 
square rooting and other number functions, which are able to be 
split up evenly between multiple cores, or simply run on a single 
core. We use wPrime 32M in both single and multi-threaded runs. 
The results of the single run are divided by the results of the multi 
run, and this gives us the efficiency of the CPU being tested — very 
useful knowledge to have when comparing chips and evaluating 
the benefits of overclocking. 


GPU Benchmarks: | 


Crysis 

http://www.ea.com/crysis/ 

Crysis is one of those games that can scale from Average Joe's 
rig all the way to the beastly Dream PC in Kitlog; but due to recent 
graphics card releases we needed to bump it up a notch. Our 
testing now uses a standardised timedemo run, with all settings 
on high at a resolution of 2560 x 1600. While we can’t run any 
antialiasing at this res and still get playable framerates on most 
cards, it’s still more than enough to really give cards the workout 
they truly deserve. 


Lost Planet 2 

http://www.lostplanet2game.com/ 

Lost Planet 2 from CAPCOM may not have been a big seller, but 
its technology is a great implementation of DirectX 11 in version 
2.0 of Capcom's existing MT-Framework game engine. It forms 
part of the atomic benchmarking suite due to its use of tessellation 
and other features in an actual game setting. Our tests use the 
freely available benchmark version of Lost Planet 2 and are run 
fullscreen at 1920 x 1200 with 8x antialiasing and 8x anisotropic 
filtering. Tessellation is set to Maximum and all the other settings 
cranked right up. Results are given in frames per second. 
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Cinebench R10 x64 


http://www.maxon.net/pages/download/cinebench_e.html 
Cinebench is a stalwart benchmark, and is one of the more 
entertaining ones to watch. It focuses on rendering an image at 

800 x 600 resolution, complete with ray-traced light effects and 
much more. It can be run in either singlethreaded or multithreaded 
mode, and efficiency is calculated the same way as for wPrime. The 
program also supports up to 16 threads in total, and even eight 
threads with Nehalem is an impressive sight to see. The difference 
in performance between 32- and 64-bit is minimal — just keep that 
in mind if your results for the same setup are slightly different. 


Everest Ultimate Edition 


http://www.lavalys.com/ 

Everest is a system information tool that monitors voltage, 
temperature, as well as reporting on a massive list of other areas of 
your system. Hardware and software are noted here, but perhaps 
the most useful part of this program is the memory benchmarks. 
Ready for the fastest of dual/tri-channel memory, this tests the read 
and write bandwidth as well as latency. The program is a small 
download, but keep in mind that you only get a thirty day trial until 
you purchase the full version —- something recommended if you're 
into getting the most info about what your tech is up to. 


Unigine Heaven 2.1 
http://unigine.com/products/heaven/ 

A synthetic benchmark built specifically to harness the latest and 
most demanding features of DirectX 11, Heaven is one of the best 
ways to test a card's tessellation capabilities. With a built-in timed 
run around a fully realised world, this benchmark taxes cards 
significantly and puts them under serious stresses. We test at a 
resolution of 1920 x 1200 using 8x MSAA and 8x AF, completing 
two runs of the built-in benchmark. The first run is with tessellation 
set to ‘extreme’; the other ‘none’. This highlights how well the 
cards can handle DirectX11 features and what they'll be like in a 
game that doesn’t use the effect. 


3D Mark Tl 


http://www.3dmark.com/3dmark11/ 

It really wasn’t that long ago that we were introducing readers 
to 83DMark Vantage, but the relentless pace of hardware creep 
has led to a whole new benchmark, 3DMark11. Designed to 
measure a PC’s gaming performance this latest version makes 
extensive use of all the new features in DirectX 11 including 
tessellation, compute shaders and multi-threading. We test 
using the Extreme preset, which runs at 1920 x 1080(p); this 
is designed to push even high-end systems, so we feel it’s 
indicative of exactly the loads Atomicans expect from their 
gaming rigs. 


33 


HARDWARE “4 


SYSTEM 


Alienware Aol 


PC gaming performance arrives in a 


console-sized package. 


Street Price $1699 Supplier Alienware 
Website www.alienware.com.au 


Specifications Core i7-2600; 1GB GeForce GTX 555; 8GB 
DDR3; Blu-Ray reader; 1TB HDD; keyboard and mouse. 


D ell’s Alienware subsidiary occupies a very 
distinct niche in the PC market. Its gaming 
systems compete head-on with custom builds, 
often at a noticeably higher pricetag, but also 
sate the needs of a distinct segment of the PC 
buying community who want stylish, powerful 
gaming rigs with the kind of convenience that a 
big manufacturer like Dell offers. 

Where Alienware has excelled in recent 
years has been in the mobile space — its 
M1 1x in particular has been one of the few 
truly tiny gaming laptops, bringing decent 
DirectX 11 performance in a size traditionally 
occupied by netbooks. Now the philosophy of 
tiny gaming has made its way to the desktop, 
with the console-esque X51 coming as a small 
form factor system. 

Taking one look at the X51 will tell you that it 
has been designed to compete with consoles. 
Not only can it be placed in vertical or horizontal 
configurations, but it is comparable in size to 
modern consoles. Make no bones about it; this 
is a fully fledged PC, designed to pack as much 
power as possible into the thermal envelope and 
physical limitations of the case. 

Our review sample came with a Core i7 2600 
and a GeForce GTX 555 Graphics card. You'll 
likely have not encountered the GTX 555 before 
— itis one of a handful of models that NVIDIA only 
sells to OEMs. It packs 288 CUDA cores with 
a graphics clock of 776MHz and is paired with 
1GB of GDDR5 running at 1914MHz over a 192- 
bit memory bus. This puts it behind what many 
consider NVIDIA's current price/performance 
champion, the GeForce GTX 560 Ti, but it is still 
quite powerful for the slim form factor. 

The rest of the system is pretty standard. 


Under the hood lies a 1TB hard drive, 8GB of 
DDR3, internal 802.11gn wireless card and a 
mini-ITX motherboard. It is, however, bristling 
with ports of various forms — the graphics card 
has two DVI and a single mini-Displayport, while 
there is also a HDMI port on the I/O backplane. 
There is a Gigabit Ethernet port and a total of 
four USB 2 and two USB 3 ports on the rear, 


with a further two USB 2 ports sitting alongside 
headphone and mic jacks on the front. Besides 
the usual array of audio inputs/outputs on the 
back there are both optical and wired SPDIF 
ports. This high-spec system comes with a 
Blu-Ray reader, while cheaper configurations 
have a DVD writer. 

Everything about the X51 screams lounge 
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room PC, from the system specs to the fact 
that this is one of the only desktops around that 
supports NVIDIA's Optimus graphics technology 
(which is usually found in laptops). Much like 
Lucid’s Virtu technology, this allows you to use 
the HDMI port attached to the motherboard 
while still being able to take advantage of the 
GeForce GPU. 

With this in mind we have done our testing 
at 1920 x 1080 rather than higher desktop 
resolutions. The results are certainly respectable 
for such a small system, and the experience is 
light years ahead of what is delivered by an Xbox 
360 or PlayStation 3. 

Running Batman: Arkham City at 1920 x 1080 
at high detail, with DX11 features off, 2x AA and 
8x AF, the X51 delivered an average framerate 
of 55fps, with a minimum of 24 and maximum 
of 96. We ran the benchmark with the DX11 
features on and frames dropped well into the 
realm of unplayable (which is more an indictment 
of the game than the hardware). In Dirt 3, at 
similar settings but DX11 on, it averaged 51.53 
fps, barely dropping over the course of the 
benchmark. 

Despite the fact that Metro 2033 is a 


SYSTEM 


notoriously badly- 
coded system hog, the 
X51 was able to run it ata 
borderline playable average fps of 

27 when set to High detail, with 2x AA 
and 4x AF at 1920 x 1080 in DX11 mode. 

While it isn’t that satisfactory for a PC snob it is 
comparable in frames to some resource hungry 
titles on console. 

Of course, getting this kind of performance 
out of a tiny system does have its downsides -— in 
this case it is heat. Despite the fact that Dell has 
moved the PSU to a chunky Xbox-ish power 
brick, we saw the CPU jump from 43 degrees 
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In order to fit the GPU 
into such a small space 
Dell uses a PCI-E riser card. 


at idle to 83 degrees under load, and 
the GPU went from 54 at idle to 73 under 
load. It isn’t ideal, but the system is designed to 
cope with such a temperature so as long as it’s 
located in a well-ventilated space we wouldn’t 
get too concerned. 

There is a lot to like about the Alienware 
X51. While it isn’t the most powerful PC money 
can buy, it is certainly no slouch. The sheer 
quality of graphics coming out of the tiny box 
is impressive, and looks great on a big screen. 
Attach an Xbox controller and you have the most 
powerful console in town. 

Where the problem lies is the price. An X51 
of the same spec as our review system costs a 
cool $1,700, while the base level model with a 
Core i5-2320 CPU and GeForce GT 545 costs 
$1,300. For this price you could build a kickarse 
gaming PC and have money left over for a 
console as well. 

But you wouldn't be building a comparable 
PC in this form factor, as the mini-ITX market 
isn’t particularly well served when it comes 
to such tiny systems. There is at least one 
chassis coming from one of Atomic’s favourite 
case makers that could revive the Mini-ITX DIY 
market, but for now the handful of options are 
ugly or expensive. The X51 really is a fantastic 
little gaming box if you are prepared to spend 
Alienware-levels of money on such a PC. For 
the rest of us it is a great way of demonstrating 
that console hardware is comparably kind of 
boring, which melts our cash-conscious hearts 
just alittle bit, (@) JG & MW 


Build ae | 
Tightly integrated and o5' 
incredibly stylish. | 
Value 


It packs a very 
Alienware pricetag. 


A tasty media and gaming PC 
that prices itself out of true 
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XFX HD 7770 BLACK EDITION 


Cape Verde is fine, but merde! The price! 


Street Price XFX $589 Suplier AMD 
Websites http://tiny.cc/Sebda 


Specifications 1.12GHz core; 1300MHz memory 
(5200Mtz effective); ‘Cape Verde’ core; 640 unified 
shaders; IGB GDDRS; 128-bit bus width; dual slot active 
cooling; 6-pin PCle power connector. 


I: Official, we have struck land at 
Cape Verde. No, we’re not talking 
about the tiny island cluster off the 
African West Coast; we're talking 
about the code name for AMDs new 
7700 series — in particular, the XFX 
7770 tested today. 

The 7770 is set to supersede the 
HD6850 in terms of raw performance, and 
should do a fairly good job of that eventually, the 
only problem currently (and as usual in Australia) 
being the launch price. The USA has been lucky 
enough to see prices of $159 for your average 
budget 7770, while here in AU (at the time of 
writing) we are paying a slightly steeper $189. 
$30 might not seem such a big deal, but this is 
the price difference between a 6850 and a 6870 
in a lot of cases, and when dealing with cards 
under $200, a 10-15% price difference is still 
fairly substantial on a base-model card. 

International prices aside, what does this card 
offer over the previous 6770? Well, considering 
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TFLOPs to only 1.28 — it appears that 


performance has gone backwards, but due 
to the improvements in GCN architecture, this 
is not actually the case in many scenarios. 


Tessellation for example has improved leaps and 


Luckily for us AMD has built the 7770 off the 
brand new R7900 CCN architecture, giving it all 
of the new features its big brothers possess. 


the 6770 was simply a refresh of the 5770, we 
would hope AMD had actually spent some time 
improving the entry-level gaming market. Luckily 
for us AMD has built the 7770 off the brand new 
R7900 GCN architecture, giving it access to all 
of the new features its big brothers possess. 
If you compare the actual compute 

performance of the 5770 to the 7770 — 1.36 


XFX HD 7770 Black Edition 
3DMarkl 


HD7950 


Performance 


HD6870 4506 
XFX7770 BE 3446 
HD7770 3382 
HD6850 3298 
HD5770 
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bounds, though some other compute tasks like 
Folding @ Home and Bit Coin farming may stil 
be better suited to the higher FLOPs HD 5770. 

When it comes down to pure FPS (what most 
of us care about), the HD 7770 can hold its own 
against the 5770 more than easily, however the 
HD 6850 gives it some fierce competition, and 
the HD 6870 beats it in every single game we 
tested. This gives us doubt as to whether or not 
AMD launched this card at far too steep a price. 
A brand new HD 5770 can be had for $99 if you 
snatch up a bargain from Static Ice, while the 
7770 will set you back closer to $189. For just 
$9 more you could grab a pair of 5770's and set 
them up in CrossFire, clearly leaving the 7770 
for dead. 

While CrossFire 5770's may not be the best 
option for some people, it still leaves us wondering 
what AMD is thinking. This card is not a top-tier 
card, and pricing should not be compared only 
to what NVIDIA has on offer. AMD still needs to 
compete against its previous generation, and in 
this case it seems to be losing to the HD 6870 
which can be had for the same price. 


The XFX sample we are reviewing today is 
slightly different to a true stock card. For starters 
it sports a core clock of 1120MHz (up from 
1GHz standard), a 1300MHz memory clock, 
snazzy new cooler, and of course a rather hefty 
price tag. 

Don’t get us wrong, we do appreciate the 
small boost in performance gained through the 
factory overclock, along with the increase in 
cooling efficiency and reduced noise output due 
to the dual-fan cooler. However, all of this comes 
at a price, and for $199, we feel there are better 
options out there. A 6870 is cheaper, and for 
only $40 odd more you can take home a 1GB 
6950! Something is wrong here, and until the 
price drops, we can’t recommend purchasing 
this card. It is the highest clocked 7770 currently 
on the market, but that doesn’t really mean 


much. © MW 
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Performance /“ poe 
Pretty great for a mid- S85 
range card | 


Bundle 


No extras or games. 


Value 
Serious| 


Overall 
A\solid enough card priced far too 


high for its performance. 


Premium Resellers 


Tech Buy 02 9648 1816 


| 
: 


7 ~FrontSpeed 2: USB 3.0 SuperSpeed 
- PitStop 4: Easyswap HDD bays 
- CableClear; Advanced cable 


management 


VIC 

Centrecom 03 8311 7600 
CPL 03 8542 8688 
MSY 03 9560 2288 
PC DIY 03 9077 9811 
Scorptec 1300 726770 


QLD 

Computer 0734213200 
Alliance 

Gamedude 07 3387 1531 
MSY 07 3217 9070 
Umart 07 3369 3928 


-§.S.S.: Smart Lock Security System 


me - Combat Headset Holder 


~~ a 
malitake 


WA 
Austin 
MSY 
SA 
MSY 
PC DIY 


08 9201 2788 
08 9344 1002 


08 8212 1656 
08 8410 0446 
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XFX BLACK EDITION & 
ASUS DIRECT CU II HD7950 


When two cards are better than one. 


Street Price XFX $589 Street Price ASUS $599 
Websites http://tinyurl.com/XFX-7950BE 
http://tinyurl.com/ASUS-7950DCU 


Specifications SOOMHz core; 1375MHz memory 
(SSOOMHz effective); ‘Tahiti Pro’ core; 1792 unified 
shaders; 3GB GDDRS5; 384-bit bus width; dual slot 
active cooling; dual 6-pin PCle 

power connectors 


ollowing on from Tahiti 
XT (7970) comes the 
Tahiti Pro (7950). The small 
difference in names does 
make a significant difference 
to performance however, 
and you should do your homework on 
exactly what you want out of your gaming 
PC or workstation rig before deciding on 
which Tahitian is the right one for you. 

For the 7950, AMD has cut back the GCN 
units from 32 to 28, which may not sound like 
a whole lot — but each GCN unit contains 64 
Stream Processors, so the difference is actually 
256 Stream Processors. The 7970 houses a 
whopping 2048 Stream Processors, while the 
7950 “only” houses 1792 Processors. We aren't 
yet sure if AMD has laser-cut these extra GCN 
units off, or if they are in fact only disabled through 
BIOS (like the previous generation of HD6950 
2GB cards). We hope the latter is true, as both 
cards share the same 38GB 384-bit memory bus. 
This means in theory the 7950 can be unlocked 
to 7970 performance, as long as AMD has left 
the extra GCN units on the die. Only time will tell if 
that is the case, as custom BIOS code needs to 
be written (or you need to flash an existing 7970 
BIOS and hope for the best), and at the moment 
we're not really willing to brick any of our cards 
in order to conduct this experiment — maybe in a 
few weeks. 

Texture units have also been reduced, sporting 
112 compared to the superior 128 of the 7970. 
This doesn’t seem to have a huge effect on 


7950 


FPS Avg 


Unigine Heaven 
Metro 2033 23 
Arkham City 43 
Aliens Vs. Predator 32 
Battlefield 3 42 
3DMark 11 (score) 


38 


texture fill rates when clock speeds are matched 
— it falls behind the 7970 only in resolutions of 

2560x1400 and higher. For this reason the 

7950 and 7970 will have extremely comparable 


~30051220MHz | 


the gap between it and the 7970 look more 
substantial. A tame 800MHz core clock is what 
you should find on the majority of early-to-market 
cards, with overclocked editions finding their way 
to market shortly after. As for memory clocks, 

we see a similar story, with the clock being held 
back to 1250MHz, instead of the 1875Mhz 
clock found on the 7970. This ensures greater 
performance on the 7970 at higher sample rates 


After we overclocked the 7950, we quickly 
see that this card is an extremely capable unit, 
almost mirroring the 7970 perfectly. 


performance on your average 1920x1080 monitor, 
when compared with identical core and memory 
clock cycles. 

In terms of stock clocks it isn’t really a shock 
to see the 7950 being held back in order to keep 


FPSMin FPS Max FPS Avg OC'd 


19 32 36 
32 57 53 
25 49 49 
27 52 51 


and resolutions, despite both cards sharing the 
same 384-bit Memory Bus. 

After we overclocked the 7950, we quickly see 
that this card is an extremely capable unit, almost 
mirroring the 7970 perfectly. Memory clocks as 
high as 1800MHz were achieved, along with core 
clocks as high as 1220Mt2. This is lower than the 
maximum 7970 clock we managed (1850Mhz), 
but considering the lower heat output and the 
smaller price tag we think this card is definitely 
something for NVIDIA and its current offerings to 
fear. Also, we will likely see some highly-tweaked 
PCB designs in the future, giving the 7950 an 
extra shot in the arm, and further improving its 
value for money in the overclocking arena. 

When we asked around for a few cards to take 
a look at, ASUS and XFX were kind enough to 
ship over their custom-cooled models, though 
both are still using the AMD reference board 
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layout. This means that the only significant 
difference between the two models is BIOS, 
cooling and warranty. Everything else remains 
identical, and should be remembered when 
we compare their overclocking results. We 
are simply comparing them to give a rough 
indication of what you can expect 
from the reference boards. 

As for PCB 
design and power 
requirements, the PCB 
is exactly the same 
length as the 7970 
(leading us to believe 
they are identical), and 
the only difference is 
the dual 6-pin power 
connectors as opposed 
to the 6+8 pin found on the 
7970. Apart from that there is 
no discernible difference; even the 
display outputs are identical. 

As it stands the two cards reviewed 
today are the only examples of custom-cooled 
7950s on the market, and therefore should 
be compared. They both have strengths and 
weaknesses; though we do think there is a 
clear and decisive winner. 

ASUS have no doubt made a good cooler 
in the Direct CU Il. It has a nice heat sink with 
enough copper heatpipes to quickly and 
effectively remove heat from the GPU, memory 
chips and any critical PWM. The triple-slot cooler 
means there is room for thicker fan blades, 
moving more air over the heat sink fins and 
therefore cooling the card faster. Unfortunately this 
is where our initial problem lies. The card doesn’t 
need to be triple slot, and it doesn’t need to be 
as big as it is. ASUS has wasted a good couple 
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of cubic inches behind the rear display bracket. 
This is due to the cooler looking like it has been 
recycled from either their HD 6970 or GTX 580 
range; leaving it ill-fitting. 

The reference PCB this time around sits the 
GPU roughly 2cm further back on the board 
than previously found on the ASUS HD 6970 
DCU ll. This has forced ASUS to mount their 
cooler roughly 2cm further back on the PCB, 
giving the cooler a nasty (and unnecessary) 
3.6cm overbite. This kind of waste cannot 
afford to be on cards the size of the 7950, 
and reeks of laziness and over excitement to 
be among the first to market with a custom- 
cooled solution. This card could be a 2-slot 
solution if better engineered, but unfortunately 
ASUS has opted for speed over substance. 

Suspecting that this may be a short term 
solution in order to get a 7950 Direct CUIl to 
market in time for launch, we asked ASUS 
about the cooler. The response we received 
was that “It is the final heatsink design for 
7950 DCIl”, which is somewhat disappointing 
considering the high regard in which we usually 
hold this product line. 

XFX on the other hand has done its homework. 
It has managed to fit an equivalent (possibly even 
greater) surface area of aluminium and copper on 
the card for cooling along with a similar dual-fan 
design. XFX has wasted no room, kept the card in 
a dual-slot configuration, built a sturdy and (if we 


don't mind saying so) beautiful shroud for the card. | | 


It glows with creativity and innovation, especially 
considering they were able to get these cards to 
us over a week before product launch! 

In all honesty the only cards we would be 
buying at this point in time are the XFX series. Not 
only are they nice to look at, they have provided 
both style and substance - Something that is not 
commonly found at the launch of brand new GPU 
families. © MW 
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XFX BLACK EDITION HD7950 


2» 


Performance 
Good overclock and 
quite speedy. 


A great showing from XFX. 
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ASUS DIRECT CU Il HD7950 


Performance 
Nice, but doesn’t 
overclock supremely. 


Bundle 
Not bad. 


Value 


Overall 
Abig, fat:card with7950 speed. 
Good enough, but not great. 
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ASUS HD7970 DIRECT CU Il 


Big and powerful, like present-day Arnold Schwarzenegger. 


Street Price $799 Suplier ASUS 
Websites http://tinyurl.com/ASUS-7970DC2T 


Specifications TOOOMHz core; 400MHz memory 

(S600MH effective); ‘Tahiti’ core; 2048 Unified Shaders 
(AMD); 3GB GDDR3; 364-bit bus width; triple-slot active 
cooling; 6-pin+8-pin PCle connectors. 


Ne content with the reference 
7970 cooler, ASUS were the first 
company to launch a true custom PCB 
design and cooling solution. We covered 
XFX last month (www.atomicmpc.com. 
au/?286409), and while their cooler was 
impressive, ASUS have taken it to the 
next level, while also designing their own 
custom PCB, power delivery system and 
triple slot cooler for the new AMD HD 7970. 

To give you a rough idea of its physical size, 
the ASUS HD 7970 Direct CU II weighs in at a 
fairly hefty 1.3kg. The “Direct Copper Il” cooler is 
very similar to that used on previous ASUS cards, 
and nothing like the ASUS 7950 reviewed on 
page 38. Instead of gaping holes and stand-off 
balancing acts, we see a fully shrouded card, of 
solid construction and the build quality we have 
come to expect from the DCU II series. 

ASUS have overclocked the card to 1GHz core 
clock, up from the standard clock of 925MHz. 
This actually gives a nice boost to frame rates, 


and the GPU “shim” holding the core in place. 


Handily ASUS have posted pictures of this online 


at http://tinyurl.com/ASUS-7970DC2T-shim. 
Connectivity of the card is also impressive, 

sporting four full sized Display Port connections, 

along with two DVI. This allows the user to 


Instead of gaping holes and balancing acts, we 
see a fully shrouded card, of solid construction 
and the build quality we have come to expect. 


as the Tahiti core responds very positively to 
increased core clock. Our sample overclocked 
further, all the way to 1280MHz on the core, and 
1800MHz on the memory (up from 1400Mhz). 
Unfortunately for those of you planning on 
putting this card on water, due to its non- 
reference design you will be forced into using a 
universal GPU block, along with a 5mm copper 
spacer (now available from EK). The reason this 
spacer is required is due to a small 5mm gap 
created between the universal water blocks 


ASUS HD7970 Direct CU II 
5 gata Vipera ee 
FPS Avg 


Metro 2033 
Arkham City 
Aliens Vs. Predator 
Battlefield3 
3DMark11 (score) 


40 


FPS Min 


enable six-screen Eyefinity from one card (as 
long as each monitor resolution is 1920x1080 
or less). Thanks to the new Eyefinity 2.0 features, 
users can also mix and match resolutions easier, 
and create a far greater range of custom profiles 
quicker than previously possible. 

As for gaming performance, it is much as you 
would expect. We see frame rates tearing apart 
the 1920x1080 resolution into of dust, so we'll 
instead focus on the high resolutions this card 


was designed for. Games like Metro 2033 will still 


FPS Max FPS Avg OC'd 
121 59 
36 38 
65 &5 
63 38 
59 54 


stress this card out on 2560x1600, but the vast 
majority of games will run more than adequately. 

The cooler even somehow manages to justify 
itself. Keeping temperatures well and truly below 
the reference cooled card at all times, and better 
still, close enough to inaudible while doing so. 
The down side is obviously motherboard real- 
estate, or more specifically, how much space this 
card requires. If you plan on owning two of these 
cards in your next PC build, make sure you 
acquire a board designed for at least three-way 
CrossFire: that way you are guaranteed to have 
the six slots required, and hopefully a seventh for 
a single slot air gap inbetween. 

Overall this is a very nice card from ASUS 
this time around — quiet fan profiles, more than 
competent cooling performance, custom PCB 
design, six display outputs and a solid back 
plate construction — this card really does impress. 
The price tag is arguably a little high, but we feel 
ASUS have done a good job with this card, and 
it is worthy of praise. © MW 


Performance 
The fastest 7970 
currently on the market. 


Bundle 
The usual box and 
accessories. 


Value 


Overall 


A great 7970, though still 
not perfect. 
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ASUS VG278H 


Oh IPS, where art thou? 


Street Price $775 Supplier ASUS 
Website www.asus.com.au 


Specifications 27in 16:9 1920 x 1080 screen; 300cd/m2; 
170° H/160° V viewing angle; HDMI 1.4; Dual Link DVI; 
D-Sub; Inbuilt 3D Vision sensor; 3D Vision 2 glasses. 


O ne of the most curious things about the 
marketing of 120Hz monitors is that 
manufacturers relentlessly push them alongside 
NVIDIA's 3D Vision technology while most 
gamers are much more interested in high refresh 
rate 2D gaming. The ASUS 27in VG278 is a 
newer generation of LED backlit 120Hz monitors, 
coming not only with an inbuilt receiver for 3D 
Vision but with much better brightness when 
used with the supplied 3D Vision 2 glasses. 

The inclusion of a receiver makes the screen 
one of the better options for 3D gaming. Not 
only does it ensure that glasses will always be 
in line of sight of the receiver, but it is driven by 
the DVI or HDMI cable connecting the screen, 
eliminating the need for a USB cable. ASUS has 
also mounted it in a swivel arrangement, so you 
can ensure that it points the right way no matter 
how you position the monitor itself. 

This is another area in which the VG278 sits 
ahead of a lot of other 120Hz screens, such as 
those from LG and Acer. The base can swivel 
150 degrees in either direction, and has 100mm 
of vertical lift. The screen itself can tilt between 
-5 degrees and 15 degrees, and as mentioned 
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In practice this means that games are just as 
bright in 3D as they are in 2D, surprisingly... 


before, the 3D Vision receiver can independently 
tilt to encompass such movement. There is no 
ability to rotate between portrait and landscape 
mode however; though the screen does use a 
standard VESA mount. 

Viewing angles are a lot better than some of 
ASUS’ previous 27in outings, and brightness is 
much improved. This is quite noticeable when 
using the 3D Vision 2 glasses — the images are 
crisp and clear and make for the best 3D gaming 
experience to date. 

This is down to a combination of the 
aforementioned screen quality, level of brightness 
and the much improved glasses that ship 
with the monitor. 3D Vision 2 brings two key 
advances to the table. The first is the glasses 
themselves. These have much larger lenses that 
the first generation products, which means that 
they don’t encroach upon your peripheral vision 
as much. They also have a different, much more 
comfortable design (even for oversized heads like 
the one god gave this reviewer). 

During our testing we also got a few of the 
glasses wearers in the office to try the 3D Vision 
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2 in order to see just how comfortable they were. 
The general opinion was that while they were still 
awkward and somewhat unwieldy, they are more 
comfortable than the first generation product. 

Besides the new glasses, the other half of 
8D Vision 2 is what NVIDIA has dubbed ‘8D 
Lightboost’ technology. This involves cranking 
up the backlight when 3D Vision is enabled, 
and allows for a much crisper and cleaner view 
(Lightboost only comes into play when using the 
glasses, as in 2D mode it just results in a washed 
out screen). In practice this means that games 
are just as bright in 3D as they are in 2D, and 
again it is a surprisingly noticeable improvement 
from the original 3D Vision hardware. 

While the VG278 delivers a much improved 
experience over previous generation screens, 
there are only really two reasons why you’d 
go for one over the better image quality and 
viewing angles of a decent IPS based screen. 
The first is 3D Vision 2, which delivers a marked 
improvement over the first generation (although 
keep in mind you'll need an NVIDIA graphics 
card to take advantage of this), and the second 
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is the 120Hz refresh rate, which is great if you 
are really serious about your first person shooters 
(and have a powerful enough GPU to deliver 
framerates over 6Ofps). If you tick these boxes 
then the VG278 is the best 1920 x 1080 27in 
120Hz screen out there, but for those wanting a 
27in screen for general gaming we'd suggest a 
decent 2560 x 1440 IPS model. © JG 


Build — 
The most adjustable § = { = ) 


120Hz screen yet. 


Value 
Expensive even though 
it comes with glasses. 


Bundle 


Overall 
A good choice for 3D, but 


only average for general use. 
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HEADSETS 


Corsair Vengeance: 
1100 and 1500 headsets 


Corsair returns with more gaming products, but are they any good? 


CORSAIR1I00 

Street Price $45 Supplier Corsair 

Website http://tinyurl.com/Corsair-V1100 
Microphone sample http://goo.gl/aJUEh9 


Specifications Supra-aural open cup design with 40mm 
drivers; affixed boom microphone; 1.8m dual 3.5mm cable 
with USB adapter; Frequency Response: 20 - 20,000 Hz; 
plastic construction. 


CORSAIR1500 

Street Price $95 Supplier Corsair 

Website http://tinyurl.com/Corsair-V1500 
Microphone sample http://goo.gl/OxcGr 


Specifications Circum-aural closed cup design with 
50mm drivers; affixed boom microphone; 3m USB cable 
with in-line remote; Frequency Response: 20 - 20,000 Hz; 
stainless steel and plastic construction. 


W: were excited when Corsair announced 
and subsequently launched their 
Vengeance series of gaming peripherals; 

which happened to review quite well (www. 
atomicmpc.com.au/?286047) and even nudge 
their way into Kitlog. Filling out the Vengeance 
series are the 1100 and 1500 headsets; both 
designed for PC. 

Aimed at gamers who demand style and 
functionality, these headsets claim to fulfil both 
while being relatively affordable — coming in at 
$45 and $95 respectively. The smallest outlay of 
cash will net you the 1100 headset, a behind- 
the-neck design in black and blue plastic. It’s got 
two 40mm drivers that sit behind comfortable 
foam pads in a supra-aural design, held onto 
your ears by the plastic headband (which we'll 
mention again in a minute). 1.8 metres of cable 
with a volume dial and mic toggle give enough 
length for most setups, leading to twin 3.5mm 
headphone jacks that go into an included USB 
sound adapter; meaning the 1100 can be used 


Corsair 1100. 
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with other devices such as 
MPS players. 

The 1500 headset is a 
different beast; clad in 
brushed stainless steel 
and plastic, it sits across 
the top of the head ina 
more traditional position, 
nicely padded by a 
faux leather-covered 
foam strip, and features 
two 50mm drivers that 
sit circum-aurally over 
each ear. Corsair claim that 
the foam around the closed 
earcups is ‘memory foam’, 
and our impressions back that 
up — they’re very comfortable, and 
seem to spring back rather quickly 
when depressed with a finger. As the 1500 
connects via USB only, the sound adapter is 
located most of the way along the 3 metre cable 
and features volume and mic toggles. 

Though they both look pretty cool, 
performance of these two headsets couldn’t 
be more different. The 1500 tends more to the 
bassier end of the spectrum, but does a decent 
job at letting high-end frequencies come through. 
Mid-range sounds that feature frequently in 
rock, such as guitars and singing, can be quite 
muddied — drum-n-bass, rap, or anything else 
with a strong bassline really shines. Performance 
in games is good, and wearing them for long 
periods proved comfortable due to the good 
padding and shape; they can get a little warm in 
summer's high temperatures though. 

The 1100 is comparatively awful. Sound 
reproduction across all frequencies is muddy 
and lacks clarity, leaving them ill-suited to music 
listening of any kind. Given the price we couldn't 
really expect miracles, but the quality is similar to 
the headphones they hand out on planes — you 
can hear the sounds, but they’re not pleasant to 
listen to. Comfort is another area where the 1100 
fails to impress; though others in the office had 
no issues, | could not wear them for more than 
half an hour at a time due to an intense pressure 
on my head just above my ears, and it did not 
improve when | removed my glasses. (2 >) 

As amore premium product the 1500 headset 
comes with additional features, and notably has 
a driver that is downloadable from the Corsair 
website that enables Dolby virtual 7.1 surround 
sound. This had no effect in stereo content, i 
predictably, though made a large difference 
when watching movies — positioning was much 
improved, and it was easier to track objects as a 
they moved across the screen. Our anecdotal < C 


Corsair 1500. 


experience has been that software surround 
lowers quality with expensive gear; but in this 
affordable segment it is a worthwhile inclusion. 

The 1500 also trounces the 1100 when it 
comes to microphone quality. Linked at the top 
of this page are two samples recorded with each 
headset, and though the volume of the 1500 did 
not reach quite as high as the 1100, the clarity 
was significantly better. 

The many pitfalls and potential comfort issues 
with the 1100 headsets make them impossible 
to recommend for anyone at all, period — but the 
1500 headset is a solid product that offers good 
quality for the price, albeit with some restrictions 
on audio inputs. (@) JR 


CORSAIR TI00 


Style can’t compensate for. poor 
rtabl 


audio quality'and uncomfo 


CORSAIRISOO 
A great 
M 


headset for any, gamer that 
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SSDs HARDWARE 


OCZ Octane 512GB 


Explosive performance? 


Street Price $999 Supplier XFX 
Website http://tinyurl.com/OCZ-Octane 


Specifications 512GB Capacity, SATA 6.0GB/s, Indilinx 
Everest Controller, 2.5” SSD, 3-year warranty 


Ov have been a big part of the SSD scene Octane seems to 
for more than a few years. They have perform very well in 
brands such as the Revo and Vertex under the regards to seek times. 
OCZ label which, if you have been paying any This is usually a good 
attention to the SSD world, have been among indication of how “snappy” 
the top performers consistently for the last a drive will feel, and how 


couple of years. quickly an app installed on 

Today OCZ have delivered a 512GB the drive will be located, and 
“Octane” SSD to us, one of the first drives to initiated. 
accommodate the new Indilinx Everest controller. The drive does have fairly sloppy 
Why the move away from SandForce? Quite write times in 4K, but that usually isn’t a big 
simple really: OCZ own Indilinx, and this is the issue as writing large files to an SSD is rather rare 
first controller produced by the company since past the initial OS and program installs. Read 


the acquisition. What kind of message would it times are fair, but far from astounding; this may 
send if OCZ didn’t use the controller they own on __ be noticeable in some complex or large tasks 
their new range of “petrol” drives? where files greater than a few gigabytes need to 

It should also be mentioned that the 512GB be opened up; though in the real-world it likely 
drive sent to us today will perform slightly faster only equates to a second or two at most. 


Overall 
There’s a bit too much Eth oli i 


than the smaller variants (usually 1-5%), so if you For the price, this drive isn't the fastest 

do plan on picking up a 128 or 256Gb variant, around, nor is it the best value in terms of GB/S. 

that should be considered before forking out However, this drive in its 256GB variant should 

your hard-earned. perform within a few percent, and should bring 
As for performance comparisons, the OCZ with it a more digestible price tag. (= 2) MW 


Intel 520 Series 240CB 


Put this at the top of your wishlist. 


ye> 
Street Price $549 Supplier OCZ Nhe) ee 
Website http://tinyurl.com/Intel-520 << 
SNe 
Specifications 240GB, SATA 6.0GB/s, Sandforce SF-2200, se 


2.5” SSD, 5-year warranty 


Wi have not been making SSDs for the 520 series will remain 
mainstream market for as long as OCZ, but a top contender 

they have learned quickly, and as usual quickly throughout the year 

worked their way into a position of power in a 2012. 

very short time. The 520 series is no different; In our performance tests 
coming out on top of the OCZ Octane in nearly the only “weakness” we 
every test, it is the better drive of the two. could find was this drive was 


Intel has not only improved their drive read and _ the seek times. While still fast, 
write speeds significantly, they now offer a 5-year — they are relatively slow by today’s 
warranty (up from 3), and officially claim the drive — standards of SSD. We aren't sure 
has a “5-year minimum useful life with up to if it was just this sample, or if indeed 
20 GB/day written”. Long gone are the days of these drives are a little slower due to ( 
1-year warranties and nose-diving performance the new memory chips used. In real world testing | 


Overall 


after the first 6 months. the SSD didn’t appear to be slower at seeking | iA fantastic produenanan 
Intel have managed to get most of their speed than the Octane or even the Revo X2, but for | acceptable pr 
boots not only by moving to 25nm memory, those of us who like to worship benchmark 
but also by moving on to a Sandforce controller results, there may be a placebo effect convincing 
— more specifically, a SF-2281VB1, more you that the drive is noticeably slower at seek. 
commonly known as SF-2200. This controller is Capacities in the new 520 “Cherryville” range 
among the best in the world (and some would are 60, 120, 180, 240 and oes Ma and they're 
say it is the best), so you can be sure the Intel certainly worth buying. (=) MW SAREE EUS TRITOI 
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Corsair MSO Mous 


MMO playing thumb button fetishists rejoice. 


rice $80 Supplier Corsair 

http://tinyurl.com/Corsair-M90 

Specifications 100-5700 DPI; 1.8M cable; 9x thumb 
buttons (15 total buttons); adjustable response time 


laying some PC games can become an 

exercise in finger contortion (we're looking 
at you MMOs). Not only do you tend to have 
the entire row of number keys bound to abilities, 
but often a second or third row of buttons that 
need to be hit just at the right moment. Trying 
to spread the button jabbing load across both 
hands has given birth to a specific class of 
gaming mice that try to put as many buttons as 
possible at your thumb-tip. 

Most notable of these is Razer’s Naga, 
with its grid of twelve buttons on the left side. 
While it wins points for total hittable buttons, 
it is an ergonomic nightmare, and even after 
a few months of training oneself, it still feels 
unnatural to try and work the tiny numpad 
with one’s thumb. 

As you can see from the image, Corsair has 
placed nine buttons around the spot where your 
thumb naturally rests. Some of these are hittable 
with virtually no movement and are perfect for 
interrupts, taunts and other ‘oh crap’ abilities 
used in MMOs. Others are still easily accessible 


Kingmax SMP55 Client 


The poor man’s Intel 520? 


ice $179 Supplier Kingmax 

www. kingmax.com 

Specifications 120GB Capacity, SATA 6.0GB/s, Sandforce 
228), 2.5” SSD, 3-year warranty. 


HH: on the heels of Intel, memory giant 
Kingmax have quickly released their 
own Sandforce 2281 -controlled SSD, dubbed 
“SMP25 Client” — an elegant name we know — 
but you know what they say about books and 
covers. Ok, fine, it’s a pretty bad cover. 

Plugging this drive in to our Labs machine, the 
first thing we notice after the initial format, is the 
drive name comes up in traditional Chinese. No 
big deal, we can simply rename this to whatever 
we want (as you can with any other drive), 
however we still had a little giggle as English is 
usually used by all companies, no matter their 
origin, in order to appear as an international brand. 

Quickly crunching our way through the 
typical SSD benchmarks, we do find some very 
interesting numbers. Considering the SMP35 has 
the same controller as the Intel 520, the same 
SATA bandwidth (6GB/s theoretical) and the 
same memory density on the 120GB SSD, we 
are not really too sure where the problem lies. 
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MOUSE / 


D 


with a move of the thumb and 
all of their positions are easier to 
remember than the grid seen on 
the Naga. 

While the thumb buttons are the 
most important part of the M90, the 
rest of the mouse is also a joy to use. Left 
and right buttons are suitably clicky and 
responsive, and the scroll wheel allows for 
both fine movement and large spins. The sensor 
is precise, and the metal and plastic construction 
both feels sturdy and looks great. 

Annoyingly, basic functions are easy to 
program, but more complex macros can be hit SS ee } 
and miss. This is most noticeable in games like | 
SW:TOR, which lack ingame software macros, 
but for most people the functionality is more than 
sufficient as it currently stands. 

As long as you don't need such elaborate 
hardware macroing the M90 is an absolute joy. 
Ergonomically sound, responsive and good 
looking to boot, it is our new favourite mouse for 
extended sessions of MMO gaming. © JG 


Overall 
Comfortable, pr 
bristling with 


ise, and 


Taking the lid 
off the drive we 
see what could 
potentially be the 
cause of this issue. Each 
memory module is labelled 
with “Kingmax”, leading us to 
believe the flash memory is in fact 
manufactured either in-house, or by a very 
cheap and small OEM company (basically 
anyone other than Samsung these days). 
Essentially, we are blaming these memory chips 
for what can only be described as lacklustre 
performance, as the rest of the SSD looks to be 
fairly good on paper. 

Using AS SSD and Crystal Disk benchmark 
software, we confirmed that the SMP35 was ( 
around 50% slower than the Intel 520 on | 
average. For example, AS SSD sequential 
reads read 201.4MB/s on the SMP35, while 
over in the Intel camp, numbers of 502.4MB/s 
were achieved. Every single result was 
anywhere from 30-65% slower, leaving us with 
the opinion the SMP35 is not worth owning 
unless found in the <$100 bargain bin at your ; 
local PC store. () MW SoS iy 


Overall 
It’s pretty bad for the 
Oni 


VIDEO CAPTURE 


\ HARDWARE 


AVerMedia Game Broadcaster HD 


Gamers from all over the globe are recording themselves playing games 


for the entertainment of others. They’re doing their part. Are you? 


Street Price $200 
Website http://tinyurl.com/AVM-GBHD 


Specifications PCI-E 1x card, low-profile (bracket included), 
VGA/Component and HDMI inputs, up to IO80P H.264 
real-time recording. 


Roos new Game Broadcaster HD 
is a PCI-E capture card geared around 


capturing, well... games. The card features HDMI | 


and VGA inputs, so with the right adapters you 
can use RCA or component to record your 
console gaming. Fortunately AVerMedia know 
what accessories to provide and a component 
to VGA adapter comes in the box along with an 
RCA sound to 3.5mm cable. 

After playing for quite a few hours with the 
Game Broadcaster HD, we found that it was 
simultaneously brilliant and flawed. Firstly, 
AVerMedia doesn’t provide a work-around 
to break High-Bandwidth Content Protection 
(HDCP), so if you want to use the included 
software suite to record your gaming, you're left 
with capturing through component 1080i rather 
than the glorious 1080P that HDMI is capable of. 

HDCP will leave you unable to receive sound 
via HDMI, so you'll need to output from the 
console using RCA or optical to your PC, then 
set the software to use your sound device for 
audio recording. 

Not having a component cable for a PS3, we 
decided to stick with the HDMI input and use 
FRAPS to record our shenanigans. We played 
Red Dead Redemption Undead Nightmare, Call 
of Duty: Black Ops and Uncharted 3. We had 

horrible issues with CODBLOPS, with dipping 

framerates and a maximum playback speed 
ranging between 14 and 30fps, but Red 
Dead and Uncharted played flawlessly. 

To get the best performance, however, 
we'd recommend getting a HDMI splitter and 
sending the signal live to your monitor and 
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the card. Recording will cause input lag, but the 
footage that is produced is absolutely lag-free 
and stunning. This may also strip the HDCP from 
your HDMI signal as well, letting you keep your 
sexy 1080p signal and digital sound. 

By far the poorest part of AVerMedia’s 
package is the capture software. It is the same 
software used for capturing live television through 
a TV capture card, or any other AVerMedia input 
device for that matter. We would have liked to 
see the software be geared towards the card 
itself. The menus are confusing and unintuitive, 
and while tweaking to get your settings just right 
it will crash without warning. 

When working, you can set the AVerMedia 
encoder to H.264 and tweak the bitrate and 
resolution so the second you hit stop, it’s already 
optimized for YouTube. Another thing to note 
is that volume output from your console must 
be set in-game to about 20 per cent in order to 
avoid massive distortion; though once configured 
the result is quite crisp. 

We then moved on to live streaming, or 
‘proadcasting’, which was far too difficult to set 
up. There was no clear explanation of how to 
do this in the documentation or on the website. 


After some googling, we discovered that we 
needed to establish a TwitchTV account. We 

did that, then went to the “apps” menu — which 
didn’t work — and in the end we couldn't access 
the service. Yet again the card was let down by a 
reliance on a third party. 

We did a fair bit of browsing and came to the 
conclusion that our inability to access to the app 
dialogue this was just bad luck, because there 
are plenty of people out there having a great 
time streaming to TwitchTV from their Game 
Broadcaster HDs. 

In all fairness you could establish an account 
with any streaming service that will support the 
device, so we’d recommend looking elsewhere. 
In terms of getting an audience, though, the main 
advantage of TwitchTV is it streaming specifically 
for gamers. 

If you have your heart set on capturing footage 
from your console and you're willing to put in the 
time, effort and money for third party hardware 
and software, you’re going to love the Game 
Broadcaster HD. It is, in our opinion, a great 
buy for the tweaker — the person who enjoys 
spending as much time setting up as they do 
using a new toy. For everyone else, this is not a 


great choice. © JL 


A functional and sometimes useful 
device, flawed iby po T 
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Bitfenix Raider 


Bitfenix continues to deliver quality, low-cost case solutions. 


$99 ier Altech 
www. bitfenix.com 
s 210 x 500 x 493mm (WxDxH); 7x 
expansion slots; 4x 5.25in drive bays, 6x 3.5in drive 
bays, up to 7x 2.5in drive bays; 2x 120mm fans (front), 1x 
120mm fan (rear); 4x USB3, audio ports; up to ATX form 
factor. 


| t's the role of a technology reviewer to be a 
distant, impartial arbiter of product quality 
and success. Personal bias should, ideally, 
never come into the equation when you’re 
recommending a product to someone, except... 
Well, sometimes a brand comes along that 
really grabs you. The kind of brand that has 
consistently delivered great products to the 
extent that just seeing that company’s logo 
makes you feel like good things are just around 
the corner. 

Thus, we give you... Bitfenix. 

We can remember seeing our first Bitfenix 
cases at Gamescom in Germany a few years 
ago, and being blown away by them. Our 
second thought (the first being “Whoa!”) was 
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to wonder why these cases weren't available 
in Australia; thankfully, it wasn’t long after that 
that we made contact with crew at Bitfenix, and 


found out their gear was finally hitting our shores, 


via our friends at Altech. Oh, happy day. 

Since then we've not met a Bitfenix case we 
don't like. But, more importantly, companies like 
Bitfenix have pretty much redrawn how we look 
at case design and value. Designs that once 
would have ruled the roost now seem over- 
priced, even under-specced by comparison. It’s 
hard not to be biased in favour of these guys, 
and the new mid-range Raider ATX case sure 
ain't helping the competition. 


Restrained style 

There’s something to be said about a really 
aggressively-styled case, one that looks like 

it's something out of the space program or a 
military trade show. But it’s a look that’s hard to 
get right, and sometimes you just want a case 
that is more restrained in its design; a case that’s 
quietly confident, rather than yelling at the top 

of its lungs. Bitfenix’s designs are universally laid 


back, even its higher-end gaming models, and 
the Raider is no exception. The front fascia is a 
simple piece of curved black mesh, highlighted 
only by the metallic company logo. The only thing 
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CASE 


that will break up this simplicity is the addition 

of an optical drive, but case design tempts you 
to remove that as soon as you have Windows 
installed and to then rely on digital services like 
Steam for installing new games. The mesh is 
sandwiched between two arcs of rubber-coated 
metal that sweep up onto the top panel, and 
there’s more mesh here, in a top fascia that lifts 
off to reveal an empty 200mm fan mount. 

The IO options are also on this strip, with four 
USB3 ports on one side, and power and activity 
lights on the other, alongside a very welcome fan 
controller. 


fans in the Raider, with two covering in-take duty 
behind the front panel, and another exhausting 
the now hot air in the rear. At stock, this means 
you've got positive air-pressure building up inside 
case, helping combat dust build-up. 

If you're really worried about heat, though, 
there’s the aforementioned 200mm mount at 
the top (and you can rest assured that nothing 
too dangerous is going to drop into this mount, 
thanks to the fine-grade mesh on the case’s top 
panel), and another optional 120mm mount on 
the bottom of the Raider, which also features 
well-made removable mesh filter. 


Looking deeper inside the Raider, there’s a 
lot of room for all kinds of builds. There are two 
discrete HD cages, featuring tool-less, slide-out 
caddies for your drives. The top cage can be 
removed, too, if you’re more interested in having 
a lengthy video card in your system than a metric 
crap-tonne of HDDs. Removing the top cage 
would certainly increase airflow, regardless. 

There’s another tool-less clamping option to 
secure optical drives, and for once this seems 
rather solid. We’ve known a few 5.25in tool-free 


Both sides are plain, so if you’re looking for a 
windowed case, the Raider’s not ideal. The rear 
is pretty stark, but features rubber grommetted 
holes for water cooling, and meshed expansion 
slot covers for increased airflow. 


Super cool 

It's the airflow aspect of the case that impresses 
us the most, actually. Bitfenix has started to 
spin out its fans into a standalone business, and 
they're pretty good. You'll find three of these 
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designs to be way too prone to breakage, but 
Bitfenix has gotten it right. The expansion slots, 
however, rely on old-fashioned screws, just the 
way we like it. Given the weight of modern video 
cards, especially higher-end, double or even 
triple-slot models, you really need something 
more reliable than dodgy clips. 

The mobo plate has a roomy cut-out to help. 
installing new CPU coolers, and there's a lot of 
room behind here for hiding away cables. There's 
also a mess of well-placed cable slots about the 
backing plate, each with a soft rubber grommet 
to protect cables. The PSU mounts on four 
rubber knobs, too, keeping it secure and quiet 
at the same time. It’s also worth noting that the 
upper 200mm fan mount places the fan outside 
the main metal chassis on the case, making 
accidental contact with any inadequately secured 
cables unlikely. 

There’s a whole lot to like about the Raider, 
and very little to complain, but arguably its 
greatest achievement is that it can be found for a 
shade under $100 at many outlets. That’s three 
good fans, fan controller, USB3 connectivity, 
and a generally great and versatile design for an 
excellent price. 

See? There's a reason we love Bitfenix! (@) DH 


— 
Build 

Solid and well 
put together. 


Value ‘ ay 
Undeniably well-priced. 97 


0 


Overall 
A hard case to.go past, if elegance 


and function is your thing. 


HARDWARE 4 


Cooler Master Cosmos II Ultra 


This new iteration of the beloved Cosmos family 
may be THE last word in luxury case design. 


Street Price $380 Supplier Cooler Master 
Website www.coolermaster.com.au 


Specifications 344 x 704 x 664mm (W x Hx D); 10+1x 
expansion slots; 3x 5.25in drive bays, 13x (total) 3.5in 
drive bays; 1x 200mm fan (front), 1x 120mm fan (top), 1x 
140mm fan (rear), 2x 120mm fan (HDD cages); 2x USB3, 
4x USB2, audio eSATA; up to XL-ATX mobo; 22kg. 


Ee very now and then you get a piece of 
hardware that literally rocks you back on 
your heels. Sadly, it’s often the case that a piece 
of hardware is spectacularly poor; it’s far rarer for 
something to be so utterly great, so close to, if 
not actually attaining perfection, that it renders 
one lost for words — or, at the very least, prone 
to refer to oneself in rather hoity-toity ways. And 
yet, here | am, quite giddy with excitement over 
CoolerMaster’s latest case, the new and really 
quite thoroughly improved Cosmos II Ultra Tower. 

To call it merely epic is an insult to its obvious 
greatness. 


Comes with wings 
The impression that the Cosmos II is something 
special starts before you even get the thing 
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out of the box. More akin to 2001's monolith 
than a mere cardboard receptacle, Cosmos 
II's own container is a giant. It's heavy, too; the 
case alone is over 20kg! Before our sample 
was shipped to us, we joked about how many 
PR people we might be able to fit in the thing - 
answer: a lot. 

Getting the Cosmos II out of is box is a 
struggle, but possibly one of the most rewarding 
‘getting a thing out of a box’ processes you're 
ever likely to go through. Once the cardboard 
dust and foam bits have settled, you'll want to 
call a friend, neighbour, relative or even vague 
acquaintance to come share in the glory. In the 
office, even our less than technical co-workers 
were somewhat in awe; John Gillooly and | had 
to shoo them away. 

After all, in the style of Professor Frink, we 
enjoyed it on more levels than they ever could. 

Without even touching the case, you can tell 
this is something special. There's practically no 
point where it seems like a designer or engineer 
has said “Oh, we'll just slap some mesh on it” — 
it’s full of little bespoke flourishes, alluring curves, 


and has an incredible presence. 

There is some mesh on the front fascia, 
of course, but it’s offset by a hexagonal, 
honeycomb-like backing structure that gives 
it depth and solidity. Above this is a sliding 
panel, secured by small magnets and elegantly 
lubricated (which is a phrase | really thought I'd 
never ever get to use, at least not in tech writing) 
so that it can slide down to reveal easy-to- 
remove drive bay covers. These feature useful 
levers to unlock each slot — no need to force the 
issue — and the bottom two are lockable. 

The upper fascia has another sliding panel, 
which after a short travel back along the body of 
the case reveals the usual IO options, including 
eSATA and USB3 ports, and some sexy control 
panels to manage up to ten fans and their lights. 
Not only is the panel functional, but it also shows 
off in miniature the entire design ethos of the 
case — in either position this panel looks like it’s 
designed to be in just that spot. And, like the 
sliding front panel, it just feels smooth. 

The rear is pretty typical, though well made 
of course, but the real stand-out design feature 
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— or perhaps two or three — of the Cosmos II 
Ultra Tower are the two sidepanels. Both feature 
slightly different cutouts, with a hexagonal fill 
design supporting a fine mesh to keep dust 

and whatever other contaminants that may be 
floating around your house out of your PC. The 
left-hand ‘main’ panel has a cutout that matches 
up with the two 120mm fans mounted inside 
the case, just over the HDD caddies, while the 
right-hand panel has a cut-out designed to 

help exhaust air from drives. Both these panels, 
however, are over a centimetre thick; the outer 
surface is beautifully curved brushed aluminium, 


and the inner plastic, with sound-dampening 
material sandwiched in-between. 

This sounds great as is, but it's when you 
swing them open that — and | shit you not — you 
fall in love. It’s not a matter of simply shoving 
the panels off their mounts, like in many cases, 
nor of carefully swinging them on some simple 
pillar/post design — they sit on proper steel 


atemic 


hinges that swing them easily all the way out 
from the interior. Even better, each panel has 
four lugs that slot into the hinges; you can easily 
remove the panels entirely for serious building 
and upgrading. The entire panel mechanism 
is machined to perfection, not to mention 
ingeniously designed. 

And inside the case? It just gets better. 


Buying the farm 

It should already be apparent that as good as 
the Cosmos ll is, it’s not perfect for everyone. Its 
size and weight make it supremely impractical 


for LAN gamers, or even anyone who needs to 
move their rig around the house. Similarly, it’s 
probably more expensive than a lot of builders 
can justify, and with features that are, honestly, 
hardly essential. However, if you're looking 

to build a big, quiet system with a lot of drive 
capacity, and ease of access to those drives, 
combined with a great looking case, this is what 
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you've been looking for. 

The mobo plate is roomy, and surrounded by 
rubber-grommetted cable-runs. There’s good 
room behind the mobo plate, though not quite 
as much as you'd expect given the overall size 
of the case — those thick and heavy panels 
really cost you in this regard. There’s a series of 
rubber mounts for the PSU, which also features 
an extension that goes about an inch beyond 
the case’s rear plate, and there’s a removable 
mesh panel under the PSU mount. It’s all great 
stuff, but it’s the drive bays, especially the HDD 
ones, that we love. 

The drive bays feature a removable caddy 
design, and there’s enough room in the case 
that you don’t even need to remove one to fit in 
extra-long graphics cards (in fact, you can fit four 
double-slot designs in here, if you're an insane 
fiend for frames per second). As we said, there 
are two 120mm fans mounted over the lower six 
bays, and these swing out to reveal the caddies 
for easy drive removal. What's great though is 
that there’s another six bays above here; as we 
said, this is a great case for anyone who finds 
themselves swapping out drives frequently. If 
you're working in high-end graphics or rendering, 
it’s perfect. 

In fact, I’m hard-pressed to find any flaws 
with this excellent case. For all the features, it’s 
extremely well-priced, and once you make the 
investment we're confident the Cosmos II Ultra 


Tower will be the last case you buy. © DH 


Build rn | 
Sturdy, elegant, and 4 | ole) | 
well-engineered. 


Value Ra 
Expensive, but every ems [ am 
cent is justified. 


Cooling 


Overall 
We almost want to give 


the Cosmos‘: 100... 
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Dino from GIGABYTE into hardcore, LN2 overclocking. arpa 


| aa this month we invited GIGABYTE around for an 
overclocking tutorial, and happily Dino Sirklievic (@IGABYTE 
PR and Team AU member) ordered some Liquid Nitrogen, packed 
his car with all the required hardware and brought along a brand 
new GIGABYTE X79 UD7. The purpose of his visit was to shed 
some light on the extreme overclocking scene, exactly what it 
means'to be an extreme overclocker, and everything you need to 
know to get started if this looks interesting to you. 

Overclocking is itself the act of forcing a PC component to run 
at a higher frequency (or clock cycle) than originally intended. This 
results in greater performance, and for many people, greater value 
from their new purchase. 

Overclocking was a huge deal years back, when overclocking 
from 1.2GHz to 1.5GHz meant savings of up to $400 on your CPU, 
if not more. Now with stock clock speeds pushing 3.5GHz, and 
Turbo frequencies around 3.8GHz, we see less need to overclock 
our computers on a daily basis. Of course there are exceptions, 
and some people still overclock their Phenom X6 or i7 CPU 
because they still need more performance than it can offer at stock, 
but the truth of the matter is, most people do it for fun. 

So overclocking your CPU, Graphics Card or RAM forces it to 
run faster. But what is the point? And what are the side effects? 
Surely if the devices were meant to run at the high speeds 
overclockers aim for, the tech companies would ship them at those 
settings. As we found out, that’s not always true — and we can push 
them further than seems rational. 
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The underlying theory behind extreme subzero 
overclocking is rather simple: a major by-product 
of electrical energy-transfer is heat, and as your 
CPU consumes more and more energy, more 
heat is produced. This means overclockers are 
limited in the speeds they can reach before they 
are required to cool their CPU with other means. 
Your average air cooler can perhaps withstand 
running 10 per cent over its normal voltage, 
while water cooling may allow room for 20 per 
cent. Eventually though, we reach a point where 
keeping the CPU at a “normal” temperature 
(typically 50-70C) simply isn’t happening, and 


Safety First! 


Before we take off on the long and arduous 
road of overclocking, it must be mentioned 
that you are dealing with high voltages, 
soldering equipment, expensive PC 
components and most importantly, 

very cold liquids. 

If after reading this article you should 
want to pursue a hobby in overclocking, it 
should be noted that it can be dangerous 
to pets, young children and anyone else in 
the room, and safety should always be your 
number one concern. A pair of long legged 
pants and covered shoes should always be 
worn to protect yourself from spillage, and 
you'll need more than one person to help 
you lift the heavy equipment. 

A safety inspected Dewar is required 
before storing LN2 within it, so please make 
sure it has passed all of the safety checks 
and standards. Some companies may sell 

“Unlicensed storage vessels after they have 
il6d’a safety check or expired: don’t get 
ght out. 


increasing the voltage will no longer be able 

to push the chip any further. To go further we 
need to super-cool the CPU, and these negative 
temperatures will help us find stability in the 
system once.more. 


Uy re 
results. Liquid Nitrogen boils at -196C in standar 
atmospheric pressure, So it is not hard to imagine 
the cooling potential available when using this 
substance to cool a PC. While temperatures as 
low as -190 can be achieved in substances such 
as Liquid Helium, we will explain later on why 
these aren’t commonly used. 


Subzero stuff you need 
Now that we have covered some of the theory 
behind overclocking, let’s talk about what you 
need if you want to experiment at home. You 
should be warned that extreme overclocking 
is not a cheap hobby, but we feel it makes up 
for its cost rather quickly if you stick with it and 
continue to enjoy yourself years down the road. 
First of all, you will need to buy yourself 
a cooling pot. These can be made from a 
variety of metals, though the most common 
have copper bottoms, with aluminium or nickel 
finishing. The most popular Liquid Nitrogen 
cooling pots in this country, and arguably 
worldwide, are those from aman known as 
Kingpin (kIngpIn). He was a pro liquid nitrogen 
overclocker, and decided to manufacture his 
own pots, as the home-made and “professional” 
pots around at the time left a lot to be desired. 
Depending on what you want Kingpin to forge 
for you will greatly affect the price of the final 


The final and most important thing required 
for LN2 overclocking is money. Without it, the 
hardware involved is typically very expensive. 


Liquid Nitrogen is the most popular substance 
used in extreme overclocking, generally because 
it can get as cold (or colder) than most PC 
components can handle; other cooling methods 
like dry ice fall short of the mark as it simply isn’t 
cold enough, and therefore doesn’t produce equal 


product, but to start out, you should probably 
buy a second hand pot from Extreme Systems 
or OCAU. A second hand copper based pot 
should be available for $100-$200 with all of 
the required fittings and accessories, while a 
new one can cost anywhere from $300-$500 


depending on exactly what you go for. 

Dewars (the storage vessel for LN2) can 
be rented, and are probably one of the easier 
methods of storing LN2 as you don’t need to 
worry about maintenance and safety checks. 
They come in a range of sizes, and typically 
speaking a 60L vessel should last you for a 
weekend of benching. 

You'll also need a soldering kit, a couple of 
paint brushes of varying size and softness, a 
hairdryer, a blow torch, and your typical PC 
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tool kit (screwdrivers, pliers, clippers etc). All of 
these tools will come in handy on your typical 
day of LN2 benching, and should be tracked 
down before you even attempt extreme cooling. 

The final and most important of all the tools 
required for LN2 overclocking is money. Without 
it (or someone else’s) the hardware involved in 
breaking records is typically very expensive. If 
you don’t get a sponsorship within a year or two 
of starting, chances are you won't be able to 
afford the hobby for long. 
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Preparing the board 
When overclocking at extreme (low) 
temperatures, physics plays a large part 
in how your system will run. For starters, 
basic thermodynamics tells us that as the 
Liquid Nitrogen pot cools down to sub-zero 
temperatures, we will accumulate ice on the 
copper pot and immediate surrounding areas. 
We need to protect the board from water and 
ice drawn from the atmosphere, as electricity 
plus water equals dead tech. 
The easiest way to do this is with a 
combination of soft cleaning cloths, paper 
towels, blue-tack, heat-resistant clay, putty or 
silica gel. Different overclockers prefer different 
methods, and while all will work to some extent, 
some offer vastly superior protection (though 
take a lot longer to set up or clean off). 
Dino uses a combination of paper towels, 
cleaning cloth and silica gel (pictured left). The 
benefits of silica gel are in its non-conductive 
properties, as well as its thermal insulation 
traits. The gel is thick and sticky, rather easy to 
apply, but completely impossible to remove. It 
cannot be heated, wiped away or frozen; it will 
retain a gluggy consistency and simply stick to 
your board indefinitely. This is a good thing for 
most people however, as it means water will 
never get under it. 
Some people use protective coatings that 
can dry, such as nail polish. But the protection 
provided by such compounds leaves a lot to 
be desired. For this reason, some overclockers - 
tHen'coat the extra vulnerable components 
rgund the CPU socket) in clay. This way the 
N 


Common Temperature Ranges 
Common temperature ranges for CPU overclocking on 
LN2 are wide and varied. Current Sandy Bridge chips 

can handle anywhere from 5C to -25C on average before 
locking up with a cold bug crash (yes, some bug out 
before reaching sub zero!). Sandy Bridge Extreme (from 
our experience) handles the cold a little bit better, with our 
sample reaching -60C happily, and only crashing on -68C. 
We have heard reports online of people failing as low as 
-30C on Sandy Bridge Extreme. 

In the AMD camp, there is no cold bug on the current 
“FX” series; with overclockers reaching temperatures as low 
as -190C on a regular basis without issue. This combined 
with a highly overclockable architecture will usually result 
in very impressive core clocks. In the case of the FX-8150, 
clocks at high as 7GHz are not uncommon. This is where 
liquid helium comes in, reaching temperatures as cold as 
-215C if you have the correct setup. Liquid helium is roughly 


4 times more expensive than nitrogen, and given you 
realistically only get an extra negative 25C out of it, some 
would argue it’s not worth using, even on an AMD platform. 


clay can be removed, and the board is relatively 
dry and oil-free after benching. This method is 
ideal for people who use their board in both a 
LN2 system, and a regular system, though this 
style of insulation is not as reliable as the silica gel 


as it doesn’t seal as well. 
To help you through the setup process we 


recorded Dino as he ‘painted’ the board, along 
with prepping the CPU, RAM and PCI sockets 
for moisture protection. The first step is to 
remove the VRM and PWM heatsinks around 
the CPU socket. We then need to coat the entire 
motherboard with a thin layer of silica gel. (don’t 
get any in the CPU, RAM or PCI-E slots). This is 
done by using a brush, and spreading the silica 
gel over all on-board components from the top 
of the board, all the way down to the first PCI-E 
slot. If you were overclocking graphics cards as 
well, it would be worthwhile covering the entire 
board. Be careful not to get any on your clothes 
or furniture - this will never wash out. It’s also 

a good idea to test that the board works before 
you go through this process, as there's little point 
in doing this to a dead mobo. 


After you have coated the top end of the 
board, you can re-mount the VRIM/PWM heat 
sinks. We then prepare the CPU socket; it’s 
important to check the socket for any unwanted 
silica gel to maximise contact pressure. If you 
see any at all, try your best to remove it as gently 
and thoroughly as possible using paper towel. 
Hopefully you were careful in your application, 
and your socket is gel-free. If so, we need to put 
down a base for your cooling pot, and further 
protect the motherboard from condensation. 


. Po 


Lay down a thick stack of roughly 4-5 cleaning 
cloths. These are sturdier in construction than 
paper towel, and are typically easier to work 
with at this level. You want to lay them over the 
CPU socket and get a rough idea of the outline 
of the CPU socket. Next, take the cloths over to 
a cutting station (a foam pad is a safe cutting 
surface), and get out your Stanley knife. Cut a 
hole the same size (or slightly larger) as your 
CPU socket, and place the cloth pile back over 
the top. This is the foundation for any further 
insulation you would want to use, which is never 
a bad idea. 

From here you can either add more paper 
towels, or move straight on to insulating your pot 
(after it has been mounted). Most pots will come 
with a very thick and spongy insulation that stops 
large ice build-up, but some overclockers like 
to add a little more protection and wrap the pot 
in paper towels. This will stop any liquid water 
reaching your motherboard, and is generally 
good practice. Typically paper towel is wrapped 
around the pot, and secured using nothing more 
than a couple of rubber bands. 

If you are only air cooling your video cards, 
your board should almost be ready; however, if 
you are also using LN2 pots for video cards, you 
still need to insulate the rest of your motherboard 
with silica gel. This process is largely the same 

~as the rest of the board, taking caution not to 
get any gel in the PCI sockets or other exposed 
ports. Again, take your time. 

Once you are confident the board is insulated, 
you can mount your video cards, RAM and 
‘other vital hardware for PC operations. Make 
sure you wedge large wads of paper towel in 
between your RAM sticks to catch any excess 
condensation forming from your CPU pot, and 
do the same for your PCI-E cards — being careful 
not to cover their cooling fans. Lastly, find a 
couple of spare case fans to place on top of your 
motherboard VRM. Your board should now be 
ready to receive sub-zero cooling. 


Safe Voltages 

Depending on your CPU, motherboard, RAM 
and video card, the safe voltage of your system 
and its individual components will vary greatly. 

It is always best to do your research first; talk 
with other extreme overclockers on forums, and 
learn a little about the product by overclocking to 
stable limits on air first. 

‘On today’s GIGABYTE X78-UD7 and Intel i7 
3960X, a CPU core voltage of around 1.6v is 
the utmost limits of the CPU. Going any further 
beyond that risks permanently damaging the 
CPU, and gives exponentially diminished returns 
for the power it consumes. 

RAM has changed a lot in recent years; it 
wasn’t long ago that 2.4v RAM was kicking 
around - now we see kits as low as 1.35v on 
the shop shelves. Again, checking with the 
manufacturer's website should inform you of the 
RAMs operational voltage (if it isn’t printed on 
the sticker) and from that, around 15 per cent 
overvoltage is the rule of thumb with RAM as 

is being actively cagled on air. Under 


a 


LN2 the voltage can obviously go much higher, 
as much as 80 per cent in some cases with the 
correct kits. 


Finally GPU voltage; this is perhaps one of the 
hardest to gauge. If the PCB design is not up to 
scratch, your GPU could be simply undervolted 
for the clock frequency you're currently aiming 
for, or it could be a ‘dud’ GPU. On top of this, 
video RAM can come into play and cause 
crashes and graphical glitches when running at 
too high a frequency. 

Video card overclocking is considered the 
hardest achievement in overclocking circles, as 
itis largely restricted without user modification 
compared to CPU overclocking that requires only 
a decent motherboard with overclocking options. 
A lot of the time Over-Current Protection (OCP) 
mods are required'to get enough power to the 
GPU, and this generally results in the card being 
fried after only a few days (or in some cases 
hours) of use. Heavy research is needed before 
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attempting to overclock your GPUs on LN2 — 
and learning your way around a soldering iron 
and circuit board is almost mandatory. 


Fast ways to “bin” a chip 

If you are lucky enough to pick up a sponsorship 
or win the support of AMD or Intel, you will 

likely be sent a “tray” of CPUs early on in the 
production cycle in order to post.up a few early 
records for their initial press release. The process 
that an overclocker uses to quickly find the top 
performing chips in any given batch is known as 
“binning”. Binning involves testing your sample 
batch of CPUs in a reproducible way as quickly 
and efficiently as possible. 

To start, you usually take a single chip, learn 
your way around it, see what it can do, and then 
finally find its maximum stable overclock. What 
you then want to do is reduce that overclock 
by 4 a amount: forour i7-3960X, let’s say 
1 z. Next copy down all other settings 
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Blowtorch! 


At times your system will crash, and if your 
temperature is below what your system 

is able to POST at, you will need to warm 
your CPU back up. A hairdryer is enough 
for most people, though it can take a 
couple of minutes. Truly extreme individuals 
like Dino use a blowtorch instead; this 

will get your pot and CPU back to room 
temperature in no time! 


changed or disabled — or even better, save the 
overclocking profile to your motherboard. 

You now want insert your next CPU sample 
and see if it boots at your previous overclock 
(minus 100MH2). If it does, give it a little more 
and see if it goes any further. If it does, find that 
chip’s maximum overclock, and once more, 
reduce that figure by 100MHz and continue this 
process. Eventually you will end up with a pile 
of CPUs that couldn’t boot up at the highest 
frequency of the superior chips, and a bunch of 
chips that all perform at around the same clock. 

Out of the three CPUs we received, we 
had a rather varied batch. All cooled on water, 
the chips reached 4.6GHz, 4.7Ghz and one 
managed a very impressive 4.8GHz. We would 
then assume that anywhere from 4.6-4.8GHz 
is the normal water overclock of the 3960X. 
This then means anything over 4.8GHz could 
be considered a very strong chip, and anything 
under our previous low of 4.6GHz veils be 
instantly cast aside. 

Eventually you will determine a core voltage 
which works well for the frequency set, and one 
that most.strong CPUs will be able to boot on. 
You will be able to quickly work through CPUs 
and give a fairly accurate label to each and 
estimate its overclocking potential with relative 
ease. Of course, there are only a handful of 
people that get the opportunity to test more than 
5 CPUs at a time, so most overclockers can 
afford to spend hours with each CPU individually. 


BIOS Settings and 
overclocking 


The last step before pushing temperatures and 
clocks to the extreme is to learn how to optimise 
the BIOS. Certain settings are disabled in order 
to gain stability at higher clocks, and some need 
to be enabled in order to gain access to the 
currents and voltages required. 

First of all, you should disable all power saving 
features. These are typically found in “CPU 
features”; though for your specific motherboard, 
please consult your owner's manual. On our 
best-binned Sandy Bridge Extreme CPU we 
disabled everything except for HyperThreading, 
Turbo and Bi-Directional Protocol. This ensures 
voltage remains constant, and we don’t get any 
ripple or drastic changes between bencl 
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| HWBot 


For those who aren't aware of what 
HWBot is, it is a website dedicated entirely 
to competitive overclocking. It contains 
databases from tens of thousands of 
different users, and compares benchmark 
scores, frequencies and nearly anything 
else you can compare or compete with in 
PC overclocking. 

If you ever plan to get involved in 
the world of extreme overclocking, the 
information found on HWBot is extremely. 
useful. It lets you see clocks reached 
by your peers, and even lets you get in 
contact with them to exchange ideas; 
details and methods. 


the average air overclock. This is because 
most systems suffer from a cold boot bug if the 
frequencies and voltages are too high, and will 
not start at extreme clocks and temperatures. 
You need to work your way up to them — much 
like a car engine requires warming before it can 
produce peak power. 

It is a good idea to work out your cold bug 
temperature as quickly as possible. Work out 
just how cold your system will power on from 
an idle state, and also work out how cold your 
system will get before crashing. Sandy Bridge 
is notoriously poor at sub zero cooling, though 
our sample could cold boot on -5C, reboot on 
-15C and run all the way down to -60C while 
benchmarking, rather impressive compared to 


/, pias 


some others results. 

Applying your regular air or water overclock to 
begin, boot the system and check temperatures 
of VRM and other non-LN2 cooled components. 
If everything is running fine cool enough (within 
the standard limits of 60C), we can begin to 
tweak for LN2. For this test we are going to 
assume the use of an i7 3930K or 3960X. The 
only real difference is the 2MB cache; they are 
identical once we move past stock clocks. 

We want to bring CPU PLL voltage down from 
1.8v to 1.7v. This will give us increased stability 
as we move beyond the 4.6GHz mark , all the 
way up to 5.3GHz (our target of today). Some 


people report their CPU running better on 1.6v 
PLL, but 1.7v worked just fine. The reason PLL 
voltage is lowered is to negate electron spilling. 
Essentially, electrons “jump” between transistors 
and other on-die components when the voltage 
is too high. Extreme cooling can often help 
negate this, giving the circuit super-conductor 
properties, however extreme cooling even has 
its limits to. It is still not clear why Intel run.a 1.8v 
PLL on stock clocks, though it is completely 
stable when not mixed with a high core voltage. 
CPU voltage shouldn’t be set much higher 
than 1.45v when running at 3.6GHz; it’s possible 
you'll be able to get away with even less with 
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overclockers, however, it is as Vin Diesel so 
wisely once said (paraphrased slightly): 

“It doesn’t matter if you win by 1MHz or 
JOOOMHZ, winning is winning.” 

In our 3DMark 11 tests we saw a large 
increase in performance over stock. We didn’t 
bother testing 3D performance, as we weren't 
overclocking GPUs (even though we had 7970 
CFX setup). We were simply comparing CPU 
and Physics performance differences. Overall we 
saw an increase of around 50%, going from a 
Physics score of 11,734 up to a massive score 
your chip. Temperature will only need to be -3C the CPU for more than a couple of days), though of 16,005. 


or so, just cold enough to get the CPU turning eventually found ourselves pushing 1.59v — The reason we enjoy extreme overclocking so 
over. We'll be going colder with higher frequency —_ giving us a final core clock of 5.8GHz running an — much is the community. It’s the nerd’s version 
after a few reboots. i insanely cold (for SB-E) temperature of -60C. of an extreme sport, and put simply it doesn’t 
Using the GIGABYTE X79-UD7 has its really get old or stale like many other sports. 
advantages. We are able to increase the CPU Compute Power New hardware comes out monthly, and new 
multiplier on the fly, using the on-board controls. . The scale in performance on most CPUs will motherboard platforms seem to be appearing 
If you have software to replicate this, it may be begin to taper out after a. 25% increase in stock almost annually. 
useful to gauge how your CPU is performing frequency. This means, going from 4GHz to The extreme overclocking community is like a 
under your set voltage and temperature. We 5GHz on your average CPU will give about brotherhood (sisters are welcome too). Members 
simply increased our clock speed by 100MHz as much performance as it can. Higher clock of this brotherhood share and compare results, 
at a time by lifting the CPU multiplier by x1 at a speeds than that show greatly diminished trade tips and advice, and a couple of times a 
time. This way we would hit instability quickly, returns. It is for this reason that our 5.3GHz year meet up at great events like the ones put on 
and could adjust voltage accordingly. overclock will only perform marginally better than by GIGABYTE and Atomic. It’s community, it’s 
After much playing around, we managed a 3960X clocked at 4.6GHz. For competitive passion, it’s fun. (©) 


to get a stable clock at 5GHZz. This required 
1.48v and a temperature of -20C. Confident 
we could gain much more out of this CPU, we 
next stepped up to 5.1GHz @ 1.56v with a 
temperature of -35C. This seemed to be as far 
as we could get for a while, as we were reluctant 
to push the chip towards 1.6v (widely regarded 
as the limits of the SB-E chip if you plan to use 


Joining ateam 
One of the best ways to get involved in 
the overclocking community is to join a 
team. It can be incredibly rewarding, and 
if your team is good enough, you may 
end up being flown around the world free 
of charge to compete in events like the 
GO OC (GIGABYTE Open Overclocking 
Championship). 

The largest team in Australia is Team AU, 


of which Dino is a member. If you would 
like to join them it won’t be easy, and you 
will definitely need previous experience 
overclocking on LN2. For other teams 

or more information, consult HWBot 
(www.hwbot.org) and find a team 

local to your country or state. 
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hese are four of our basic systems, with 

something for every taste. The Game Box is 
put together with money-saving in mind, but also 
an eye to getting as much bang for buck. Our 
build may be a little more expensive than what 
you could technically get away with, but for that 
extra few hundred you’re also getting cutting edge 
performance and one of the most overclockable 
chips you can get today. 


THE GAME BOX 


Intel Core i5 2500-K 
PRICE $220 


Sandy Bridge’s combination of 
cost and overlocking prowess is 


CPU 


awesome. 
Issue 122, Page 36 


Gigabyte Z68X-UD3H-B3 
PRICE $170 

Affordable gaming 

performance and features. 

Ref ID: 263631 


MOTHERBOARD 


G.Skill Ripjaws 
F3-10666CL7D-4GBRH | 


PRICE $45 } 
Great value, tight timings, and | 
some flexibility. 


The process of putting a PC 
together is relatively simple, and 
almost anyone can do it. The hard 

part, as many will ultimately discover 


MEMORY 


through trial and error, is getting a good 2! NVIDIAGTX560 
| rig at the end of it. Builds featured here are a S ee a0 
| : z | reference-design card, but 
great starting point for any user; but we always oo plenty fast for gaming bliss. 
ait) P = Issue 116, Page 38 
recommend customising for your particular S 
needs. There’s no point cramming a fast GPU i \ 


you never play games! 


Intel Core i7 3930K 
PRICE $700 | 
Six cores of Sandy Bridge-E | 
loving. Overclock for justice! | 
Issue 132, Page 32 | 


CPU 


Gigabyte G1.Assassin 2 
PRICE $470 

It’s about as super-premium as 
you could get, or want. 

Ref ID: 281856 


MOTHERBOARD 


Corsair Vengeance Low Prof 
CMLI6GX3M4A1600C9B 


PRICE $100 


16GB of fast memory. Virtualise 
everything! | 


The Perfect PC, on the other hand, is the system 
everyone aspires to, with nothing but the best 
parts — without going crazy, though. It’s a collection 
of all the greatest hardware that we’d pick without 
a budget, sure to impress with performance and 
sheer style. 

Oh, and if you’re wondering what the Ref IDs are, 
that’s the ID of that article on our website. Just enter 
it like this - www.atomicmpc.com.au/?NUMBER 

— and you'll go straight to that review. \ 
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ASUS Matrix Platinum 
GTX580 


PRICE $750 

A beefy single-core card 
with thermals to match. 
Ref ID: 274735 


VIDEO CARD 


KITLOG WRLGT= W7Nei= 


SUBTOTAL: $1508 


RIG ONLY: $1049 


Coolermaster Hyper 212+ 
PRICE $40 


Nice cooling for a very 
affordable price. 


COOLER 


CASE 


gigabyte storage 


drive on the cheap. ‘em. 


SYSTEM DRIVES 


2TBHDD Pioneer 
PRICE $90 DVR-219L 
Two thousand PRICE $35 


Discs. You needs 


KEYBOARD 


| Bitfenix Shinobi 
PRICE $79 

Worth it for the price 

alone, and sexy to boot. 

Ref ID: 260177 


Razer Arctosa 
PRICE $50 


A cool-looking keyboard that’ll 
serve you very well. 
Ref ID: 149483 


Samsung S24A450BW 
ce PRICE $260 Lu Corsair Vengeance M60 
Et 24 inches of LED backlit, 4 PRICE $69 
7 16:10 LCD screen. Sweet. iS Exceptional mousing value. 
an = Issue 134, Page 49 
Shalem Onboard Realtek Corsair HX-650 
S amecom ALC A o> PRICE $150 
=> __~PRICE $80 A LC883/ that does = z A solid PSU, ready to power 
= Solid set of cans with the job. OD anything you throw at it. 
great audio. ow) 


Issue 101, Page 41 


SUBTOTAL: $5259 


RIG ONLY: $3935 


Noctua NH-D14 CPU Cooler 


SilverStone Temjin TIT] 


ox te 
4 Hiseguinail . val PRICE $600 
= Bulky, yet quiet and effective. Or YO The best and only case you'll ever need. 
3 skip this entirely and water-cool! Premium luxurious bliss 
Issue 122, Page 47 Ref ID: 257544 : 
= OCZ REvo Drive x2 & . =) Razer BlackWidow Lene ohh 
=  WD600GB VelociRaptor = Ultimate 
= PRICE $580 + $320 oo PRICE $160 ; 
= Superfast SSD with zippy storage. oa The new Per olimath m 
in OCZ: Issue 121, Page 43 ZS So eae 
a WD: Ref ID: 220323 en: 
Dell U2410 SteelSeries Sensei 

= PRICE $699 Lu PRICE $115 

(Wa) 
al In-Plane Switching, 1.07 5 
A billion colours and 24 inches. S The best-performing mouse we’ve 
=) used to date! 

Ref ID: 276668 
ASUS Xonar X Antec HCP 1200W 

iS Onar Aense o> PRICE $320 
= PRICE $350 fam 
> = Qo Plug in a graphics card. Or 
= Odd package, but the card = | four. The HCP won't care. 
at an 


alone is awesome. - 


Issue 124, Page 41 


Ref ID: 272588 


atemic 
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he LAN Rig, the ultimate in portable gaming 

power — go anywhere, frag anyone. No longer 
will you be tied to a desk or forced to awkwardly 
manhandle your full-sized rig, helped by a 
convenient handle and beefy tech. Perfect for 
wowing people at LANs, the tech inside is fast 
enough to run any game, and boasts enough 
speed to keep your game running at full clip even if 
other programs intrude in the background. After all, 
no-one wants to miss a headshot. 


There are times when a soundcard 
can’t cut it for your audio desires, 
where your 6000hm headphones feel 
underpowered and you need more OOMPH. 
Thankfully there’s a market to cater for you, 
and multiple Digital-Analogue-Converter/ 

Amplifier hybrids are on the market, such 

as the ASUS Essence One or Matrix Mini-l. - 
They give much better audio quality, and 
the punch needed to enjoy music to its 

fullest. Only serious enthusiasts need apply. 


Finally, for the more entertainment-minded — and 
really, that’s all of us — there’s The Mini, ready to 
play movies and music quietly and efficiently. The 
basic guts are fast enough for general tasks, and 
the IGP can handle High-Definition content. You can 
also choose from three entirely optional upgrades to 
suit your needs best: a graphics card for WoW, TV 
tuner to catch the game, or a Wireless card to sync 
without cables. The perfect energy-conscious build. 
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MEMORY — MOTHERBOARD CPU 


VIDEO CARD 


THELANRIG . 


Intel Core i5 2310 


PRICE $190 


Intel’s most affordable quad- 
core, overclocking limited. 


PRICE $150 


A mATX board with 
everything you need. 


G.Skill Ripjaws 
F3-I0666CL7D-4GBRH 


PRICE $45 
Great value, tight timings, and some 
2% flexibility. 


NVIDIA GTX 560 
PRICE $220 

A reference-design card, but 
plenty fast for gaming bliss. 
Issue 116, Page 38 


Intel Core i3 2100T 


PRICE $150 


Super low-heat dual-core 
processor with IGP. 


GIGABYTE Z68MA-D2H-B3 Kes ; 

PRICE $150 EN 

A mATX board with plenty of , 

storage options. 
G.Skill Ripjaws 
F3-10666CL7D-4GBRH 
PRICE $55 


4GB of fast memory is plenty for running 
multiple HTPC media streaming apps. 


Gigabyte HD6770 IGB Silent Cell 
PRICE $145 

Enough to play games 
on, and adds outputs 
without extra noise. 
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| 

Antec Kuhler 620 InWin Dragon Slayer 
ra PRICE $90 w PRICE $80 ; 
fo) Show off your 1337 rig with Ss Tiny case with great potential, it’s got ! 
‘S) watercooling. Aw yeah. it where it counts. : 
| | 
© 2TBHDD Pi 
=> loneer (=) R A 
= < rctosa 
ee) BRIGEse) 9 DVR-2ISL  & BEIGE set ‘ 
=> tye Lats nee $35 se A cool-looking keyboard 
oi gigabyte storage Discs. Youneeds >- that’ll serve you very well. 
A drive on the cheap. ‘em. fu Ref ID: 149483 
a 

Samsung BX2240 Corsair Vengeance M60 

PRICE $160 ea PRICE $69 

21.5 inches of value-packed = Exceptional mousing value. 

screen, great buy. S Issue 134, Page 49 

Sallbabae Onboard Realtek Corsair HX-650 
co Gamecom 777 ALC889A c>; PRICE $150 | 
PRICE $80 A decent chip that does = & A solid PSU, ready to power | 
= Solid set of cans with the job. ©> _ anything you throw at it. 
great audio. oN 

Issue 101, Page 41 


SUBTOTAL: $1455 
RIG (NO OPTIONS): $1070 


— : 
Silverstone Fortress FTO3 
7 Noctua NH-USB SE2 Lu PRICE $190 
= 2 < The best HTPC case we’ve seen yet, 
=) Plenty of cooling, and with space for plenty o’ bits. 
= quietness to boot. 
ws 
= 2TBHDD cy Scythe SFF21D | 
icy PRICE $90 = PRICE $30 x 3 | 
=I 
Ss Buy three of these for super-crazy (=) Replace the stock fans and 
Fe storage capacity. © hear the computer no more. 
i = 
= 
—”A 
2s Silverstone SODO2B = Logitech diNovo Edge 
Ss PRICE $80 = PRICE $240 i | 
= Slot-loading DVD drive for a Wireless board with a 
ras} movies, installs or backups. ai trackpad for mousing. 
a 
| 
| Leadtek Winfast ic X= 
SS BepvR3200H ‘A ASUS PCE-NI3 a>. Seasonic X-460 Fanless 
= ie Ol “PRICE $45 ae 
PRICE $100 ts ” 
= eer : Heree: U ‘ CE Zippy 802.11N for wireless Oo = pee aed 
(a H.264 recording ftw! = HD video streaming. ; 
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www.lian-li.com 


se THE SMALLEST HPTX CASE YOU’VE EVEN SEEN 


eo PC-90B 


¢ Bays: 5.25" x 2, 3.5" internal x 6, 2.5" internal x 6 

¢ I/O ports: USB 3.0 x 2 (20 pin-plug) / E-SATA x 1 / HD Audio 
¢ Dim.: 230 x 512 x 489 mm 

¢ Colour: silver / black 


PATENTED SCREW-LESS 
SIDE PANELS 


i 
; 
ie 
| 
4 
\% 
if 
\% 
} 


PC-Q25B 
+ MIB type: Mini ITX PC-TU200A 
+ Bays: + MIB type: Mini DTX, Mini ITX 
3.5" internal x 7 (Hot , . Baye 8.25" x1,3.5"x4 1, 
#? 2.5" internal x 3 (use3.5" x 2) 2.5" x 2 (use 3.5" x 1) 
CT + Dim.: 199 x 280 x 366 mm + Dim.: 220 x 320 x 360 mm 
* Colour: silver / black * Colour: silver / black 


**/A\ WINDOW TO THE SOUL** ** THE GREAT USB3 GIVEAWAY ** 


Lian Li cases are now equipped with USB3! 
You love your PC. You recognise & appreciate quality. For most models not factory equipped, 
NOW LIAN LI & MITTONI ARE RECONISING & REWARDING YOU! Lian Li & Mittoni are giving away y 
If you purchased a TYR X-2000 case from an Aussie reseller FREE SUPERSPEED USB3 upgrades with 


‘ your purchase of a case. 
contact them to claim your FREE SIDE WINDOW PANEL! Check :mittoni.com.au for free upgrade 


(Shipping fee may be applied) models & more info. 


Lamcool 


Aluminium panels 


20 a 


BATTLE IS WHAT IDO Se: 


on) Sea 
Omm 


Bays: 5.25" x 3, 3.5" internal x 6, 
2.5" internal x 4 
M/B type: ATX / M-ATX 
PCI: 8 
Fan: Front 140mm x 2, 
Rear 120mm x 1 


¢ External in black anodized finishing & 


internal finishing in black coating. ¢ External in black anodized 1/O port: USB 3.0 x 2 (20 pin-plug) / 
* Supports long graphics cards. zi finishing. HD Audio 
PC-K9 B ¢ Supports long graphics cards. Dim.: 210 x 470 x 500 mm (W,H,D) 


Superb Thermal & Silent Performance, Patented 
2 Tool-less / Anti-vibration Features Designed for PC-K9 WX 
® yootiess PC Game Enthusiasts and Professionals 


www. LanCoolPC.com Finest 
@ K series Design and Manufacture by ines 
os PCCG (03) 9551 0889 www.pccasegear.com.au (ANT) Lian Li Industrial Co., Ltd. In Taiwan Quality 
Distributor Scorpion Technology 1300 726 770 wwwscorptec.com.au i 
Inside Technology (03) 9761 3022 wwwinsidetech.com.au Made in 
Ritonticonial QLD: Umart (07) 3369 3928 wwwumart.com.au m8 
www.mittoni.com.au : ‘i : 
mittoni To eae aa00 OG . Mwave (02) 9649 6184 wwwmwave.com.au SA: MSY (08) 8212 1656 wwwmsy.com.au Taiwan 


IJK (02) 9745 0877 wwwijk.com.au WA: PLE Computers (08) 9309 4771 wwwple.com.au 
AusPCMarket (02) 9646 8000 wwwauspcmarket.com.au Austin computer (08) 9201 2788 austin.net.au 
Techbuy, (02) 9648 1818 www.techbuy.com.au TAS: TASPRO Computers (03) 6424 1911 taspro.com.au 


extreme technology distribution Sydney Office: 02 9646 3018 


I: written about grinding before, but the 
monkey's on my back again. Not in an 
MMORPG, fortunately; I’ve avoided those in 
the same way that David Bowie should have 
avoided cocaine. 

But Skyrim. Skyrim, man. 

I've done it twice, now! 

| don’t even particularly care for sword-and- 
sorcery games, so | was envisaging playing 
through Skyrim once and then putting it aside, 
perhaps forever, like | did with Oblivion after a 
mere 160-odd hours. 

But | power-leveled my first character until he 
was an earthbound god and the game wasn’t 
even very interesting any more; then the main 


GROUND ZERUD 


Gfinding yourself*down 


How can we save the grinders from themselves? 


coconuts and rare shells.) 

In a “tight” game, like Deus Ex: Human 
Revolution, there's little to no opportunity to 
do this. In DXHR the only way you can grind is 
running loot back to the shops, and doing that 
is particularly time-consuming for the reward 
received. If you choose to do it anyway, you can 
feel the game creators’ disapproval. You know 
you're “Not Doing It Right”, just as you do if you 
find yourself hiding in a vent, shooting passing 
baddies in the shins, and then waiting for them 
to idiotically forget where you are so you can 
shoot their shins some more. 

But wandering aimlessly around Whiterun 
spamming Muffle? Yeah, Dovahkiin! You’re 


Back to Skyrim | went, and once again made an 
outrageous number of enchanted iron daggers... 


quest bugged out and | couldn’t progress, 
no matter how much | messed with numerous 
NPCs’ minds using the console. 

So | took that as my excuse to play through 
Saint's Row 3 instead. 

And then back to Skyrim | went, started fresh, 
and once again made an outrageous number of 
enchanted iron daggers and strangely valuable 
potions that boost some important stat while 
they slowly poison you. 

Open-world games encourage obsessive 
behaviour, because they’re usually very “loose”, 
allowing the player to do things in any order and 
perform many activities over and over and over. 
If those activities offer a benefit, certain poorly- 
wired brains, like mine, mistake the situation 
for something like exercise or a nine-to-five job. 
And we sit there in a stimulus-response loop for 
hours and hours, watching the bloody numbers 
go up with every new hit of dopamine. 

(If | go for a holiday on a tropical island, |’Il 
probably spend the whole time collecting 
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awesome! Have a skill bump, buddy! 
And another! And another! Oh my god, 
YOU WENT UP A LEVEL! 

| really would be happier if someone removed 
grind-rewards from Skyrim. Perhaps someone 
will, in a mod. 

It’s not as easy as it looks, though. 

Most anti-grind ideas for open, “loose” games 
make grinding slower and more annoying. This’ll 
stop some grinders, but not all of us. We'll just 
be sadder, for longer, while we do it. 

Say, for instance, that you punish repetition 
by giving less and less experience each time 
the player makes the same thing, or sells the 
same thing. Eventually, the dedicated grinder 
making iron daggers and hide bracers will be 
asymptotically approaching the next skill point, 
but will never actually get to it unless they make 
something different. 

So they'll make iron swords, hide helmets, 
iron axes, hide boots, et cetera et cetera, 
moving on every time some item gets played 


)\ HARDWARE 


out. Likewise for selling things; it’s plausible 

that Skyrim’s total demand for iron daggers 
enchanted with Banish is about twenty units, 
but if that’s the case then grinders will just make 
Paralyze daggers, then Absorb Health, then 
Turn Undead, et cetera. 

Numerous angry bloggers notwithstanding, 
Bethesda Softworks are not a pack of idiots. 
They have surely thought about the grinding 
problem, and consciously decided to leave it the 
way it is. With level-scaled monsters and lots of 
loot, you can see everything there is to see in 
Skyrim without grinding at all. 

But dammit, who doesn’t want a better 
sword? And it’s so easy to get one - just make a 
few daggers, man, and you'll get the skill! _ 

Just try it. The first one's always free. (@) 


Dan is an expert daffodil-picker at picnics. 
Jan@atomicmpc.com.au 


SUBSCRIBE AND 
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Boots and performs like 
an SSD 


e Up to 3x faster than a 
traditional HDD 


e SATA 6Gb/s with NCQ for 
interface speed 


e All-in-one design for simplicity 
and ease of installation 


e Works in any laptop or PC, any 
OS and any application 


‘Subscribe onlineat | 
“Www.subscribenow.com.au/ato/1l09 


WIN A SEAGATE 
DRIVE! 


The day you first read Atomic is no doubt 
etched in your memory. But the day you 
subscribe could be momentous! This month, 
we've teamed up with Seagate to provide 
you with the chance to win 1 of 10 Momentus 
XT Hybrid Drives! All you need do is become 
a new subscriber or renew your existing 


IN-GAME 
subscription, and you'll go in the draw. Plus,  ifimaa 
you'll get Atomic delivered to your door, for TISEICCARD 


free. You'll never have to leave home! 


HOW ANEVOLVING 
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THE WAY WE PLAY 
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20,000 


TB OF STORAGE MAX 4KB RANDOM WRITE !OPS COMPROMISES 


Space or speed? Price or Performance? Now you don't have 
STO RAG - WITH @) tlh to choose. The OCZ RevoDrive Hybrid combines the high 


capacities of a hard drive with the performance of an SSD 


into one uncompromising storage solution. Working together 


with intelligent software, the RevoDrive Hybrid caches your 
most frequently used applications and files to SSD storage 
and provides a faster, more responsive PC experience. 


Synapse; /REMROL Nocti) MSATA\ 

OCZ Synapse SSD Series OCZ Petrol SSD Series Nocti mSATA SSD 
64G -128G 4 

64GB-l28GB 30GB-I20GB 
™ =ge 

Dataplex Indilinx Max Read: up to 280 MB/s 

Caching software Everest Controller Max Write: up to 260 MB/s 

Max Read: up to 550 MB/s Max Read: up to 360MB/s Reo MAS ee le 
Max Write: up to 510 MB/s Max Write: up to 180MB/s 

Random Write 4k: 80,000 IOPS ; Random Write 4KB: 6,000 IOPS 


Random Read 4KB: 32,000 IOPS 
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PROFESSIONAL GAMING 


Chris Taylor thinks that professional gaming is viable for the first time ever - 
but not for your average punter. 


[tere a teen looking to troll your parents, 
just tell them you've finally settled on what 

you want to do with your life: play videogames 
all day, every day. No, you’re not going to go 
university. And no, you’re not going to TAFE. 

Not going to go get an apprenticeship, either. 
You're going to play Counter-Strike professionally. 
| mean, if said that to my parents when | was a 
kid, they’d have boxed me up and shipped me 
to, say, Central African Republic or Thailand. To 
sell me to human traffickers so my parents could 
at least get something back for all those wasted 
years raising me. 

But no. Seriously. You can actually make 
money — perhaps even decent money, if you're 
lucky and very good and in the right place at 
the right time and everything else — playing 
videogames. We're not trying to suggest that 
this is an easy thing to do. Or that, you know, 
maintaining a Ramboesaue kill:death ratio in 
Counter-Strike is all you need to be able to do to 
go become a household name in South Korea 
and Cleo's most eligible bachelor (or, you know, 
bachelorette or something) of 2012. 

“Professional gaming is now very much a 
viable career path,” says Daniel Grzelak, “and 
becoming more viable for more people every 
day.” Grzelak is the CEO of Gamer Institute 
(www.Gamerlnstitute.com), a website he 
pitches as “an educational environment for 
gamers by gamers.” Gamer Institute puts 
aspiring pro gamers in touch with coaches, who 
are or were accomplished pro gamers. At least 
for the moment, while the site is still young, there 
is also a fair amount of free content to peruse. 
You can find videos covering topics such as “the 
mental game” and articles on such matters as 

“making it as a female gamer.” 


Not your average day job 
Now just what does ‘viable’ career mean? Sure, 
we get that if you’re very good at Counter-Strike 
or StarCraft or whatever else and enter some 
sort of competition and you win you could 
maybe take home a little prize money. But how 
is that different to being reasonably competent 
with darts or cards? 

Professional gamers make their money 
through a variety of channels. There’s the 
prize money, of course, but there are also 
commentating gigs, sponsorship opportunities 
and coaching roles. Grzelak draws a comparison 
between pro gaming and the sort of old- 
fashioned sports that involve paraphernalia such 
as balls and bats and goal posts. “As in tennis 
where Roger Federer makes significantly more 
than the 100th ranked player, top performers 
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like Korea’s NesTea receive greater rewards. 
However, the reach of the internet has also gifted 
amazing opportunities to those gnawing at the 
heels of the elite. Just as in other professional 
sports, video gaming has spawned an 
ecosystem of support businesses. 

“Basketball has Marv Albert, StarCraft has the 
American duo of Tasteless and Artosis; the once 
professional gamers now make their living almost 
entirely from commentating competitive games. 
Nike and Adidas provide shoes and lucrative 
sponsorships to the world’s fastest people, 
while Razer provides state-of-the-art gaming 
peripherals and monetary support to the world’s 
fastest mice movers. Many former athletes 
provide coaching after successful careers, while 
Gamer Institute provides a similar opportunity 
to current pro gamers. There are also websites 
which monetise fan audiences, team managers 
who run teams and it won't be long before we 
see professional scouts and agents for gamers. 

“By far the most exciting development for pro 
gaming has been live streaming. Gamers now 
practice playing while streaming their games 
via the internet, making upwards of $100 an 
hour, simply by displaying ads to their viewers. 
The best example of this is Canadian League 
of Legends player HotshotGG, who regularly 
attracts 20,000+ viewers to his stream. 

“Of course we can’t forget the biggest 
growth area in gaming, prize money. In 2011, 
Valve dished out a cool $1 million to the 
Ukrainian winners of the International DOTA 
2 Championship, while the game was still in 


beta. Riot Games has pledged $5 million for 
the second season of its League of Legends 
tournaments. There is an endless list of other 
tournaments outside of Korea with prize money 
in the tens or hundreds of thousands of dollars.” 


Managing expectations 
This is all good, and yet it’s easy to dismiss. 
People win the lotto. People win a lot of money 
playing the pokies at Crown Casino. And yet 
chances are you're going to spend a lot more 
on gambling than you'll ever win. Sitting in 

front of poker machines is no way to make 

a guaranteed living. Sure, you can, in theory, 
make money playing videogames, but will you 
ever actually be able to quit your day job and 
become an honest-to-God e-athlete? Grzelak 
believes this to be possible. “Pro gaming is at 
the stage where poker was just before Chris 
Moneymaker won the World Series of Poker. 
The prize money is there, the investment is there 
and the support systems are being developed 
constantly. The one thing eSports doesn’t have 
yet is mainstream awareness and acceptance 
globally, with the exception of South Korea. 
This is changing, however. One need only look 
at the success of the Major Gaming League 

in the United States. The 2011 MLG season 
broke international records, reaching more 
than 3.5 million unique stream viewers during 
the combined Pro Circuit weekends. At Gamer 
Institute we already seeing the effect of this, with 
people who are completely new to competitive 
gaming booking coaching sessions.” 
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Coaching is a large part of the Gamer 
Institute’s business model. At the moment they 
have a lot of League of Legends coaches, but 
are putting together ‘teams’ of StarCraft Il and 
DOTA 2 coaches. The coaching is pitched at 
pretty much anyone — you don’t need to be a 
good player already - and Grzelak’s argument 
is that no matter your initial skill level, a coach 
will help you become much better much more 
quickly than going it alone. Gamer Institute's 
coaching sessions run via Skype with the sharing 
of game replays, but lessons can also involve 
playing one-on-one matches against the coach. 
Depending on your choice of coach, an hour- 
long session can set you back anything from 
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as Grzelak pointed out, a limiting factor in terms 
of how likely you are to find success. That being 
said, poker — a bloody card game — managed to 
become a fairly popular spectator ‘sport’. And 
let's not even mention the fact that lots of people 
turn on their televisions intending to watch golf 
and fishing and the ‘hardcore’ browsing of pawn 
shops. And loads more people play videogames 
than they spend serious amounts of time sifting 
through the crap at flea markets in the hope 

of finding something of value. Sooner or later, 
professional gaming will find a mainstream 
audience — perhaps not one as large as the 
audience for cricket or soccer, but a mainstream 
audience nonetheless. 


Let’s not mention the fact that lots of people 


turn on their televisions 


intending to watch golf, 


fishing and ‘hardcore’ browsing of pawn shops. 


$20 to $50. Grzelak mentions that he eventually 
wants to run “intensive multi-day courses in 
physical labs once demand in a geographical 
area reaches the necessary volume.” 

A career as a gamer is becoming more and 
more viable. We're not disputing that. The 
existence of services such as Gamer Institute is 
testament to that. The lack of a large audience is, 
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What does it take to succeed - or, really, to 
have a chance of succeeding - as a pro gamer? 
Obviously, you need to be really good at your 
chosen game. More than that, you need to 

be dedicated. The kind of dedicated person 
that spends hours studying training videos and 
perhaps even receiving coaching and then 


practising, practising, practising. Grzelak argues 
that the great thing about pro gaming is that 
“anyone can play. As with most endeavours, the 
key to success is hard work, determination 
and a little spark of self-belief. Your age, gender, 
size, shape, skin colour [and] ethnicity don’t 
matter.” Although he acknowledges that the 
majority of pro gamers are young men, we’d 
argue that it takes a certain sort of person to 
be that dedicated to a specific game. An article 
on the Gamer Institute website makes the 
assumption that, as an aspiring pro, you've at 
least considered the idea of quitting your job so 
you can get extra time in which to play games 
professionally. “Be sure you have at least enough 
savings to stock up on 12 weeks’ worth of 
instant ramen noodles or a year’s worth of space 
food.” We would suggest you be a little more 
conservative about such things, but hey, if you 
have a dream, kid... 

Another important step, of course, is putting 
yourself out there. You're never going to get any 
prize money if you don’t enter competitions and 
tournaments as frequently as possible. 

It's early days yet for Gamer Institute - the 
header on the front page, even, is marked ‘beta’. 
The focus of their services is very much on 
League of Legends. It — and the large number of 
similar sites that will probably start popping up 
in coming years — is worth keeping an eye on if 
you're at all interested in pro gaming. © 
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re you a grown-up? Do you work or study, 

head out for an alcoholic beverage in a 
reputable establishment, then watch hardcore 
porn to finish off the night? If so you might 
be overjoyed to welcome the impending R18 
Classification that’s pending in Parliament — and if 
you're not really sure what it all means, check out 
this month’s Engine Room for the scoop. 
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We've also got our hands on the new Ghost 


Recon game that’s shaping up to bring tactical il 

choices forward as a major gameplay element. \ A 
Along with a bunch of previews we have full Af g® 
reviews of Shogun II: Fall of the Samurai, the id ‘ 


new Star Wars (singleplayer) MMO, Kindoms of 
Amalur: Reckoning and The Darkness II. And next ( 
month, maybe Mass Effect 3! 
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Classification Board 


The Classification Board has copped flak over years for its controversial decisions for 
games. Nathan Lawrence and David Hollingworth dig beneath the surface to discover 


what's really at play. 


Gr: may sit divided on platform 
superiority, genre dominance or gaming 
preferences, but one topic Australian gamers are 
united on is the need for an R18+ rating for our 
beloved entertainment medium. We've fought 
for it for years, in one way or another, and now 
that our efforts have been realised, we can finally 
have a classification system that’s in line with the 
rest of the developed world. Assuming that the 
‘R18+ for games bill passes through the Lower 
House of Representatives and the Senate - a 
feat that seems more likely than not — Australian 
gamers can expect to welcome in an R18+ 
rating on the 1st of January 2013. 

The unfortunate reality, though, is that this 
date is still quite a way off; in the meantime 
we're stuck with the current classification 
system. Bottom line: certain titles will continue 
to be modified or scorched with the Refused 
Classification (RC) brand, never to see a retail 
release in Australia. One such example of a 
game caught up in the red-tape interim is 
Syndicate: an EA title forged by the talented 
team at Starbreeze Studios. 


Not very appealing 

On the 23rd of November 2011, Syndicate 
was submitted to the Classification Board for 
review, assumedly in the hopes of garnering 

an MA15+ rating (Australia’s current highest 
classification bracket for games). By the 19th 
of December 2011, the Board had decided 
that Syndicate would be Refused Classification, 
effectively banning it from sale in Australia. The 
Board's collective thoughts are succinctly 
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summarised as such: “The game [Syndicate] 
contains violence that is high in impact and is 
therefore unsuitable for persons aged under 18 
years to play.” The report lists concerns with 
dismemberment, copious blood spray as well as 
realistically detailed flesh and bone detail, both 
on living and deceased non-playable characters. 
The Classification Board has an appeal 
process in place, but EA chose not to make 
use of this. In its official statement, the following 
Clarification was included. “Syndicate is a game 
made for a mature audience and any changes 
to would significantly affect the game's quality 
and appeal.” Valve unsuccessfully appealed 
the RC verdict for Left 4 Dead 2, but ultimately 


censored the game, removing gore in order 
to facilitate its classification and subsequent 
release in Australia. It was clear that EA was not 
interested in either of these approaches from its 
aforementioned statement. 

Interestingly, first-person shooter titles F.E.A.R. 
2: Project Origin and Aliens vs. Predator initially 
received respective RC ratings that were later 
appealed. The final result: both games were 
released as MA15+ games with no content 
modifications. 


A broken system 
On the 21st of December, shortly after the 
announcement that Syndicate had received an 


RC rating, EA had an official response for the 
Classification Board's decision. “It’s regrettable 
that government policy in Australia is denying 
adults the right to play Syndicate. The game 
will be [sic] not be available in Australia despite 
its enthusiastic response from fans. We were 
encouraged by the government's recent 
agreement to adopt an 18+ age rating for 
games. However, delays continue to force an 
arcane censorship on games — cuts that would 
never be imposed on books or movies. We urge 
policy makers to take swift action to implement 
an updated policy that reflects today’s market 
and gives its millions of adult consumers the right 
to make their own content choices.” 

When we contacted EA to interview 
Starbreeze Studios, we were told that EA ‘had 
no further comment, stating that the above 
statement was their official and final stance on 
the matter. This mentality was prevalent during 
our investigation into this issue, as we were 
denied further comment from the,Classification 
Board — its media representati > Stated that the 
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Board's reports were their-final comment on any 
Classification decision — the same line 2K Games 
gave when we asked them how they managed 
to secure an MA15+ rating for The Darkness II. 


Heart of Darkness 
The Darkness II is an important comparison in 
the case of Syndicate’s classification, given that 
both FPS titles contain high-impact violence and 
fantastical settings: Syndicate in a dystopian — 
future and The Darkness Il in a cell-shaded _ 
contemporary horror locale: 2K’s game likewise 
features dismemberment, decapitations and 
blood spray on living and (temporarily) deceased 
characters with, arguably, more high-impact 
gore, including various executions such as the 
so-called ‘Assecution’ that lets players rip an 
enemy's skull and spinal column out through 
the foe’s arse. 

Fun, harmless stuff. 

Despite this level of gore, the Board’s report 
on the decision to grant an MA15+ rating to 
The Darkness II with no modifications to the 
violence read as such: “In the opinion of the 
Board, the impact of the violence is significantly 
mitigated by the stylised animation and dimly 
lit environments which are constant throughout 
the game. Whilst somewhat frequently observed, 
the depictions of blood and injury detail are 
often viewed from a distance and lack emphasis 
within the frenetic battles and the narrative 
driven gameplay.” : 

. f, 

Zombies aren’t people 
Despite being denied further comment from 
EA, 2K Games and the Classification Board, 
we did get to talk to Leigh Harris, who worked 


R-rated history 


For years the R18+ debate was a 
perpetual stalemate as South Australian 
attorney general Michael Atkinson 

was openly against the introduction 

of an adult classification for games; 
and his opposition effectively blocked 
the classification from ever being 
passed at the Standing Committee of 
Attorneys-General (SCAG). In February 
2011, Michael Atkinson unexpectedly 
announced his retirement as attorney 
general, while Minister for Justice 
Brendan O’Connor championed the 
R18+ cause. Record input from the 
general public during a publically 
released discussion on the topic, a 
federal inquiry into the bill and a 
unanimously agreed upon result at a 
SCAG meeting later, and here we are 
today: less than a year away from having 
an adult classification for games. 


agan authorised assessor of computer and 
video games for the Classification Board (and 
sometimes writer for Atomic). According to 
Leigh, each publisher/distributor would have an 
authorised assessor whose job it is to fill out a 
report that officially recommends a rating for a 
particular game to the Board. Leigh expanded 
more on his past role. “You outline the game and 
you go through all of the classifiable elements or 
themes: nudity, drug use, language, sex scenes, 
and violence. And you’re also asked to give it 


context and to present the violence, say, ina 
way that people will understand. So you might 
say, ‘Yes you can chop the heads off people, 
however, they are zombies.” 


Consistently inconsistent 
The Classification Board has received a lot 
of criticism over the years for its perceived 
inconsistencies in relation to its classification 
standards. For instance, Fallout 3 was initially 
given the RC stamp for its incentivised use of 
the real-world drug morphine (later given a new 
name and allowed classification); Velvet Assassin 
was given the all-clear on the grounds of 
historical context for a similar incentivised use of 
the very same drug. We asked Leigh about the 
Board's perceived inconsistency and this is what 
he had to say. 

“The Classification Board is supposed to be a 
rather fluid board. It has a panel of people who, 
| believe, can only remain there for a maximum 
period of three years; and that includes their 
senior classifiers and deputy directors. The 
reason for that is so that the Board will always 
reflect a good cross-section of the current 
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community standards. So, with a high turnover, 
you’re going to be constantly getting new people 
with fresh perspectives and, as the population 
ages and standards change, the Board should 
keep up with the times and reflect those 


changes. So, part of the reason why you get a 
difference of opinion is that high turnover. But 
as far as them being inconsistent goes, | think 
it is a little bit difficult to say. Without knowing 
exactly what they were shown or presented [for 


\ Syndicate], it’s difficult to know whether their 


decision was inconsistent.” 


The Darkness Syndicate 
Given Leigh’s experience as an authorised 
assessor for the Classification Board, we 

lasked him for his thoughts on the classification 
disparity between Syndicate and The Darkness 
Il. From our discussion, it was apparent that 

the crux of a publisher/distributor garnering an 
MA15+ rating for a game is in how effectively 
the game is presented. “The Darkness [II] may 
have had a very, very’slick presentation that 
shows the violence in a way that made it seem 
more palatable. Whereas Syndicate may have” 
been a bit more of a show of all their cards. In 
Syndicate, you can hack at bodies, but there’s 
no real incentive to; and it’s a science-fiction 
universe that doesn’t exactly scream realism. 
So, Syndicate’s violence, to me, would be a 
completely passing notion. You can present that 
violence in a way that makes it look like it’s just 
wanton body mutilation with no purpose, which 
is enough and is probably something that should 
be banned.” 

“However, if you've got that same level of 

violence against living people in the context 

of something like The Darkness II, you’ve got 

a massive action scene where you can see 
those people actually attacking you and there 

is automatically context, so it makes a lot more 
sense. Syndicate, which | have seen, does 
contain very strong violence; but the violence 
happens to be against people who look like 
they're out of Star Wars in environments that are 
clearly surreal and futuristic. Strong sci-fi violence 
at a high MA15+ level would seem:to apply to 
something like Syndicate, to me.” 


The blame game 
After talking to Leigh it appears that gamer rage 
directed at politicians and the classification 


‘Till the fat lady... 

We're willing to wager that Syndicate 
won't be the last game to be affected by 
the current lack of an adult classification 
for games in Australia. Ninja Gaiden 3 has 
already been modified, while The Witcher 
2: Assassins of Kings Enhanced Edition 
has also been submitted and approved 

in modified form (due to sexual content). 
The Board noted this in their report for 
The Witcher 2, “In the Board’s opinion 

the additional depictions of violence 
contained in the modified version of the 
game increase the playing impact to 

one that is at the upper limit of what can 
be accommodated within the MA 15+ 
classification. However, as this modified 
version does not contain any classifiable 
elements that exceed a strong impact 
level.” It’s possible that Aliens: Colonial 
Marines might hit the same initial wall that 
Aliens vs. Predator did, Hitman Absolution 
may come into question, while the sci-fi 
setting of Prey 2 may not be enough to 
save it from the dreaded RC stamp, all on 
account of violent content. The reality is 

if a particular title contains high-impact 
content and is classified before the 1st of 
January 2013, it may not be released in 


system may in fact be misplaced. The 
combination of a changing panel of reviewers, 
complex gaming mechanics and,the need to 
contextualise the violence actually puts the onus 
to deliver a clear understanding of game on 
the publisher presenting it. It is they, more than 
anyone else, who have the most impact on how 
a game will be received. 

It seems clear that with the proper 
representation, Syndicate could well have gotten 
an MA15 rating. 
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This is why a certain level of transparency is 
important. It’s not enough to have the process 
of classification be a closed box; it will simply 
lead to the current situation, where blame is 
apportioned to those who may well be innocent. 
It's not the Board's fault if they are, for instance, 
given a game to play. or look at without any 
pre-amble or context. Sure, it might be better if 
there were more gamers on the Board in the first 
place, but given that we all know that not to be 
the case, there’s no excuse for any company to 
simply submit a game without a proper brief. 

If you look at the two Board responses, to 
Syndicate and The Darkness II respectively, you 
can infer a lot about how those games were 
presented. In the former, the Board report reads 
like the game was either played or seen cold, 
that is, without placing it in the context. of other 
cleared games, the wider story of, say, why the 
violence was taking place, or, as Leigh points 
out, how the setting is obviously not realistic. It is 
the reaction of a group of people who are clearly 
not gamers. 

Not so The Darkness II; despite the high 
likelihood that the same panel of people 
was behind the report, there is a sudden 
understanding of context and mitigating factors, 
as well as setting and pacing, that is quite absent 
from Syndicate’s report. Where did this all come 
from? 

In short, and in the absence of any further 
comment from the Board, EA or 2K, we can only 
surmise that Electronic Arts did a poor job of 
presenting its title, while 2K nailed it. It’s a guess, 
but given that at ES last year nearly everyone 
who saw The Darkness II demoed simply 
assumed Australia would never get the game, 
and it’s the one that has gotten through, it’s the 
only assumption.that makes sense: 

But without knowing for sure, it’s hard to know 
where the problem really is. Regardless, it’s clear 
that the classification process is more complex 
than most of us realise. Give it a year’s time and 
some luck, and this will all be moot" @ 
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GHOST RECON:FUTURE SOLDIER ‘ 


T° say that PC gamers have had a bit of an 
up-and-down relationship with the latest 
Ghost Recon game is an understatement. There 
we all were, middle of last year, waiting to talk 
about the PC version of the game at E3, and lo 
and behold... it wasn’t coming to PC. 

Sadfase. 


But that’s all changed now. It’s back on for PC, 


and at a recent event showing off the game for 
local journos, we got to talk to Jann Suquett, the 
senior developer of the game. So we asked him 
about the whole mix-up. 

“Yeah, that was really confusing. | think even 
we didn’t get what was going on, and some 
guys were saying Ghost Recon Online was 
happening instead of Future Soldier for the PC 
crowd, but as far as I’m concerned,” he laughed, 

“it was always coming out on PC!” 

Well, we're still confused, but relieved at the 
same time — because even though we've not 
had a chance to play Future Soldier on PC yet, 
it’s still looking like a helluva sexy game. 


Your mission, Ghost... 

In case you tuned out when it was thought 
the game had been dashed from PC, here's 
a catch-up on the setting and plot. 

It’s your classic Russia’s-been-pwned-by- 
ultra-nationalists-and-has-been-invading-the- 
shit-out-of-everthing plot that’s been pretty 
much keeping military shooters alive and well 
for the last few years. There are, however, a 
few wrinkles to Keep things fresh. 

The most important one is the game's time- 
period. Ubi’s not kidding with the Future Soldier 
title; the game's set in a non-specific ‘near future’, 
and comes with a range of in-development or 
close to it tech. It’s also very focused on small- 
squad combat, as you'll be a part of a four-man 
team for the game, with each soldier a specialist 
in one field: sniper, engineer and so on, with a 


task-specific command system to tell each soldier 


what to do. Finally, and this is of more interest 

to console gamers, the game features deep 
integration with Xbox's Kinect hardware, allowing 
voice and motion control of the game’s deep and 
detailed system of weapon modifications. 
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Future tech 
Even though the core of the game is going to 

be relatively standard shooting people in the face 
fun, the real joy of Future Soldier is going to be 
using all these high-tech tools to make that face- 
shooting so much more effective. 

The futuristic side of the game is always 
present, even if you're not piloting a drone or 
setting up a sensor grenade to ping badguys. 
There are countless pieces of entoptic data 
floating about in an augmented reality style 
display — stuff like key features, landmarks and 
waypoints are all marked like this — along with 
cool stuff like augmented ammo and weapon 
displays, both on you and your squadmates. 
Sure, the fact that the game is played third 
person is a bit odd — just who's seeing this data; 
you the player, or the soldier whose shoulder 
you're looking over — but that’s just nitpickery. 
Put simply, this persistent techno-overlay neatly 
and easily helps immerse you into a sense of 
future bad-assery. 

But, man, those toys. The most obvious bit 
of tech you'll play with is the game's ‘optical 
camouflage’, which bends light 
around you to effectively make 
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soldiers invisible. On console, this kicks in 
automatically every time you crouch to move, 
which is an elegant solution to overloading 
gamers with too many options. It’s cancelled 
when you open fire, so it’s well balanced, and 
while it might sound a little overpowered, it never 
seems so in-game. And if you're a fan of Ghost 
in the Shell, in either manga or anima form, it’ll 
be ever cooler, trust me — it’s just like watching 
the Major switch her thermoptic gear on! 

While you can stealth up, there’s also a mess 
of ways to gather intelligence on the forces 
arrayed against you. We had a limited amount 
of gear at our disposal, but between a player- 
controlled drone to mark targets, and a sensor 
grenade that you can toss into an area and then 
‘ping’ the surrounds, we can’t imagine wanting 
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much more in the way of battlefield mapping. 

All of this tech is held together by the 
Cross-com system, essentially Ubi’s near-future 
answer to current systems that link soldiers to 
battlespace data. A typical engagement for the 
Ghosts would start with intel gathering, learning 
what enemies are where, and then allocating 
targets to your team, before using Cross-com 
to deliver what's called a sync-shot — basically, 
when everyone has a target, you can execute 
the planned shots by taking your own, after 
which your team follows. When it works, it's 
great — you can drop a whole patrol in a moment. 
But it comes down to timing, and if you mess up, 
then it’s time to go loud. 


Future action 
So with Russians, squad combat, and cool 
guns all part of the mix, it’s easy to think that 
Future Soldier's going to have its work cut out 
for it; after all, there’s one really big franchise 
that kind of has a lock on shooting Russians and 
saving the world. 

“It would be stupid to ignore Call of Duty,” Jann 
said when we asked him about the problems 
of differentiating Ubi’s game, “It’s a good game, 
and Activision has done really well with it, but we 
think we've got something very different.” 
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One area that’s going to make or break the 
game is in its Al, and Future Soldier's take on 
scripted events. “We try to stay away from 
scripting too much,” Jann told us. “If you’re 
giving players all these tools and different ways 
to approach a firefight, then you need to fall back 
on a robust and clever Al. We want to promote 
amore emergent approach to the gameplay, so 
you can never be sure how an enemy, or even 
civilians, are going to react.” 

We saw this in action more than once, as 
the shooters opposing us used cover, flanking 
moves and the odd rush attack to try and match 


the Ghost’s better guns and nicer toys. But it’s 
the ciwies you really need to pay attention to. 
The game’s all about stealth, but if you’re outed 
and attacked you'll usually have the chance to 
fight your way out of a situation; kill a bystander, 
however, and it’s game over. On one level, this 
is a pretty huge challenge, as you have to fight 
through a traffic-jam complete with panicking 
motorists and exploding cars. 

The bad guys, of course, have no 
compunctions about ending the life of some 
poor sap caught in the wrong place at the 
wrong time. 
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Being careful aside, the firefights are great. 
The action is fast and furious with tight Al, 
challenging ballistics, and decaying cover. Use 
of cover is very important, and the cover-dash 
feature makes the process of hopping from 
position to position flawless. From one point of 
cover, you simply point at another, wait for the 
position to be highlighted, then press a key, and 
off you pop at a sprint. What's key, however, is 
that you’re not locked into that animation. “We 
wanted to give players control at all times, so 
you can change direction half-way between 
points and keep moving, or stop and shoot,” 
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Jann said. It makes for a fluid combination of 
traditional cover mechanics and fast-paced 
shooting. “In GRAW [the last Ghost Recon 
series], players complained that they moved like 
a tank; now, we want to show off how nimble a 
modern Special Forces soldier needs to be. And 
they can move very fast!” 

When Future Soldier's at its best it can deliver 
a wide-range of gameplay in just moments, 
from slow-paced, tactical-planning, to second- 
critical synced attacks, to all out fire-fights, and 
it all flows very organically from one to the 
other. There are some issues, though. For one, 
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the occasional need to deal with an armoured 
vehicle can feel more like a boss-battle, where 
you need to learn the tricks to win, rather than 

a tense tactical battle. The gruff, breathless 
importance of it all might feel a little stifling to 
players already overdosed on Battlefield or CoD, 
but it must also be said that the game does play 
very differently. 

We're looking forward to seeing this on PC a 
lot. The Ghost Recon games have a lovely place 
as thoughtful, well-paced shooters for the non- 
twitch crowd, and we really hope Future Soldier 


‘ rT 
is a return to form. ((& 
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Real world inspiration 


The developers of Ghost Recon: Future 
Soldier have not pulled any of their seemingly 
fantastic toys out of their camouflaged arses. 

Rather, since the game's inception — and 

indeed for most of the series — they’ve 
worked closely with real world operators 

and industry veterans. 

“Tom [Clancy]’s very involved with the 

games, of course, and he used to do a lot 

of work with the military, and he brings a lot 
of good contacts to the table,” Jann told us. 
“So it’s not a matter of us just visiting some 
company, or spending a day at the range, 

or having some real soldiers come into the 
office - we work with these people on an 
ongoing basis.” 

Indeed, all of the technology in the game 
is based on work currently under way. 
Drones, which feature heavily in the game, 
are already in wide use; though in the game 
they are now squad-deployed, more tactical 
than strategic. The optical camouflage may 
seem far-fetched, but in late January it was 
confirmed that scientists have created a 
material that can bend microwaves, if not 
optical wavelengths — but it’s likely not far 
away. Similarly, the Cross-com system is 
a direct descendant of the Future Combat 
System Program, currently working to link up 
modern battlefield systems. 
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The action is solid, but it’s the setting and story that really get 
us interested in this new shooter... 


O: look... another third-person, cover- you in cover, which you can then vault over or 
based shooter. And, yeah, wow, it’s manoeuvre around. You can carry no more 
another game in the Spec Ops series, a than two weapons, which all come from a pool 
franchise best known for actually still existing, of modern, now intimately familiar firearms that 
rather than being any good. And yes, it’s another —_ range from pistols and shotguns, all the way up 
modern military game set in the desert. to RPGs and light machine guns. Thankfully, the 


However, if you tuned about there and ignored combat itself is pretty brutal, so you'll at least not 
the rest of this preview, you'd be doing yourself be emptying entire clips just to put down one 
a disservice, as the guys at Yager Development badguy, and there’s a certain special joy to be 


were handed a below-average franchise and had in running out of ammunition and clubbing 

managed to turn it into something that, frankly, some poor guy to death to get some. 

has us very intrigued. Even the main characters seem awfully familiar. 
You lead a team of three Delta operators during 

| walk the. aa the game; there's you, a sniper, and a support 


There is a lot that’s immediately familiar about 
The Line. We've only played it on console so far 

—and yes, it is coming on PC — but this familiarity 
is tinged with touches of setting and story-telling 
that already set it apart from the crowd. In fact, 
the game's very name could well be a veiled 
reference to the line that the developers have 
had to walk to make the game what it is. 

The shooter mechanics are pretty much tried 

and true. A key press lets you sprint, or places 


gunner, and they are your classically wise- 
cracking cronies to back up the grim attitude of 
the main character. They look as you'd expect, all 
molle gear, Knives, and serious business, but like 
the action itself, its protagonists somehow add up 
to more than the sum of their respective parts. 

The reason The Line is looking like a 
surprisingly good game is the setting, and the 
very grim story that is taking place there. It 
elevates the mundane aspects of the game to 
something else entirely. 


The horror... 


In the words of General William Tecumseh 


atemic 


Sherman, war is all hell, only a lot of games tend 
to shy away from that. Rather, fans of modern 
shooters have gotten used to Boy's Own 
Adventures, with broadly drawn villains and 
good guys, simple morality plays that are all 
about twitch and competitive action rather 

than mood or setting. 

The Line, however, focuses on the hell part of 
the equation. It doesn’t take long for the game’s 
inspiration — John Conrad’s Heart of Darkness 
(better known to cineastes as Apocalypse Now) 

— to become obvious. At the game's beginning, 
you're inserted into a damaged Dubai, which 
has been struck by a freak sandstorm that’s 
pretty much ruined the city. Your mission: scout 
out the place, discover what happened the unit 
sent in to oversee the city’s evacuation, and find 
the man meant to be commanding the operation. 

Here’s a hint: it's not gone very well, and what 
starts as a scouting mission quickly becomes 
a rescue op, then a bloody series of battles to 
simply stay alive. 

The man responsible for the whole mess is 
an old CO of the main character, one Colonel 
John Konrad, and while you start believing him 
to be beyond reproach, that confidence quickly 
fades. There are local militia attacking stranded 
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US military units in the shattered shell of Dubai, 
whole US units that have seemingly gone rogue 
in the chaos, and all kinds of atrocities being 
committed. The rhythm of the game, of its quiet 
moments of travel and exposition, and the 

sharp firefights, are broken up some of the most 
alarming imagery we've seen in games — a whole 
highway with bodies strung from overhead lights, 
dim passages and trenches filled with burnt 
civilians, and all the signs that madness, not 
military law, now reigns in the ruined city. 

If it sounds like we're getting awfully flowery 
for ‘just’ another cover shooter, take it as an 
indicator on just how impactful the game can 
be at its best. There's a sense of growing doom, 
that the deeper you get into Dubai, and the more 
you uncover of the horrors there, the worse it 
gets for you, personally. The game is constantly 
throwing up moral dilemmas, too; not game- 
changing ones — the ending is set, and you can’t 
really alter it — but ones that have an immediate 
impact. In one instance, you're presented with 
a choice to save a CIA agent you’ve been 
tracking down, or some nearby civilians about 
to be executed. Similarly, how you deal with 
enemies is often made a focus. Ammunition 
can be pretty sparse, and it’s common to find 


that shot enemies are merely wounded, not 
dead — however, it’s only the dead that give up 
spare ammunition. The immersion you gain from 
executing the wounded, to expedite your own 
mission, cannot be overstated. 

The Line’s excellent licensed music choices, 
great voice-work, and its wonderfully rendered 
and surprisingly colourful setting itself all work 
together to raise this game into something very 
interesting. The game's slated to last a good ten 
or so hours in singleplayer, and we’re guessing 
that co-op will feature heavily in the game’s 
multiplayer offering. 

We're keen to head deeper into this new 
iteration of the heart of darkness — and it’s very 


dark indeed. © DH 


Previewed on 360 


Developer Yager Development 
Publisher 2K Games 


Website - www.specopstheline.com 


Anticipation rating 


We're feeling cautiously 
optimistic about this one. 
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PREVIEWS 


/PROTOTYPE 2 


Radical switches heroes mid-franchise - does a new face bring fresh gameplay? 


Pie was a lot of fun to be hand in Prototype, 
but at times it got... well, too much. The 
game's story was simple enough -— it was your 
classic man meets virus, becomes mutant 
killing machine, seeks revenge story — but really 
it was all about smashing shit up in creative 
ways. However, the combination of open world 
shenanigans and a fast-growing array of powers 
meant that it was easy to become overwhelmed, 
and more than one player found themselves in a 
confused state of button-lock, unsure of exactly 
how to proceed. 

Not this time, for Prototype 2. 

“Yeah, it was a little too much the first 
time round, so we’re really working on the 
tutorialisation of the game, and how to introduce 
players to the abilities as they get them.” 
Jonathan Lim, a Producer at Radical, was in the 
country recently for a hands-on session, and we 
got to talk to him about many of the interesting 
choices in the game, and its design. We also 
got to mash a lot of buttons, blow up a lot of 
stuff, and generally cause all kinds of mutation- 
powered mayhem. 


How to pulp friends and 
influence tanks 


We got to play the first hour or so of the game 
(which is set a year and a bit after the first one), 
and then jump ahead to a later portion with a 
more powerful iteration of the game's hero, and 
even more badguys to stab, cut and... yeah. 
Jonathan's not kidding about the way the game 
is paced to help you learn, either. The opening 
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missions and areas are much more linear, and 
focus more on forcing you to use each power in 
a linear, sensible fashion. It may be a little hand- 
holdey, but it also works. You get a much greater 
sense of how your various starting powers, like 
hunting, gliding and jumping about like a flea on 
crack, actually work. 

We also get introduced to the game's new 
lead character, James Heller, a US soldier bent 
on revenge, looking to take down the previous 
game’s lead, Alex Mercer. Heller believes Mercer 
is responsible for killing his family, however, we 
soon get an intimation that all is not as it seems. 
Regardless, swapping out lead characters on a 
whim like this seems a big risk. “We thought long 


and hard about this decision,” Jonathan told us. 
“We talked it out, had focus groups, the whole 
thing — but in the end, it seemed the best way to 
tell the story this round.” 

And it’s not as if Mercer is absent, either — he 
features heavily in the game. And Heller himself 
is an interesting character, driven by revenge but 
also learning to control his new-found powers. 
And pacing and character aside, the game is 
pretty much the same. And like in Prototype, it’s 
all about building your powers, tracking down 
clue after clue, and getting creative with how you 
destroy a virus-ridden New York. 

Some of the powers are really amazing to 
use, and even better to watch. One gives you 


a scything whip-like appendage, which you 
can either swing around you and cut everything 
nearby in half — be it mutant, citizen or soldier 

— or you can actively target something to pull 
your way, or pull yourself toward. Another lets 
you grab someone — again, good or bad - and 
not only consume them for health, but also turn 
them into a living bomb. When thrown, this 
bomb explodes in tendrils of goo, that seek 
out and pull close anything nearby in a fleshy 
detonation. 

And, as usual, what powers you pump up and 
what you ignore will be up to you, with an RPG- 
lite system of power-ups and unlocks. Bult, really, 
it’s all about the jumping and the explosions; 
and the gruesome body-count, which can get 
seriously ridiculous. 

If you’re of the glass half empty crowd, it’s 
all a little... well, samey. When the screen is full 
of dismembered bodies and you're punching a 
helicopter out of the air, you could be forgiven 
for thinking that Prototype 2 is more of an 
expansion, than a whole new game. But if you 
did like the excess of the first one — time to 
celebrate. You'll be very glad to know that the 
game is just as frantic, just as free of moral 
quandaries (which, to be honest, is a bit of a 
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shame, it seems to us), and even easier to play. 
Some of the clunkier powers have been made 
to trigger automatically, while all powers can now 
be programmed to X or Y keys on the fly. 

We're reserving full judgement, of 
course, and while it’s clear that 
Remedy really believes in the 
franchise, it remains to be seen if 
there’s enough new meat to these 
old bones. 
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- Radical Entertainment 


Activision 
www.prototypegame.com 


Mindless fun, but possibly 
a little too much so... : 
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The Fall of 


| 
| The times they are a- eRarit. 


| ee a little unfair to call The Fall of the Samurai 
a mere expansion, though to be fair, that’s 

pretty much how The Creative Assembly refers 
to it. But notably, it’s a standalone game that 
you can enjoy without needing Shogun 2 itself; 
it’s also a completely new time-period, bringing 
the thoughtful game of Japanese strategy and 
tactics into the turbulent 19th century. 

However, the thing that’s really impressive is 
just how huge this expansion is — it’s basically 
a whole new game, with new factions, units, 
weaponry and hundreds of hours of gameplay. 
And on top of all these, it even comes with 
Gatling guns. 


Tom Cruise not included 
If you want a crash course on this particular 
period of Japanese history, the best shortcut is 
to watch The Last Samurai. In fact, it was pretty 
much required viewing for everyone working on 
the game, along with all the usual historical and 
cultural research. Long story short, though, the 
19th century sees Japan still struggling between 
its own cultural values and those of the modern 


age, only the signs of modernity are even starker. 


Similarly, outside influences from the period’s 
Imperial super powers are forcing matters to a 
head, dragging Japan kicking and screaming 
onto the world stage. 

Internally, things aren’t much better. The 
country is torn between those loyal to the 
Shogunate, and those loyal to the Emperor, a 
difference which was prone to degenerate 
meetings into open conflicts at the sight of any 


katana (which, importantly, was always present). 
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Fall of the Samurai is, because of this, one of 
the most interesting Total War games to date. 
The dual axes (that’s plural of axis, not weaponry) 
of the game pull the player into some interesting 
decisions, and can lead to some vastly different 
game experiences. 

As you march toward full modernisation, 
the importance of managing your still largely- 
traditional populous becomes ever more 
important, as they get rather upset at the huge 
towns and railways dotting the landscape. 
However, if you want to keep your people 
happiest, you need to curb such advances. 

And yes, there are railways. This is without a 
doubt the most modern Total War game to date, 


fhe Samurai. 


and with it comes units and technologies that 
have never before been seen in the series. 


Musket beats katana 
beats spear 


At its heart, the gameplay is instantly familiar. 
From the strategic map, you manage towns 
and industry, work on diplomatic relations, and 
manoeuvre your military units on land and sea. 
But there are changes in all of these levels of 
gameplay. There are new civilian units, like the 
ishin ishi, a provocateur who can assassinate 
generals and sway entire armies to your cause; 
a particular favourite is the Foreign Veteran, who 


THE FALL OF THE SAMURAI * MEPL 


can train your units in the western way of war. All 
these characters, as well as your generals, can 
profit from clever skill choices as they level up, 
and they provide a lot of useful skills. 

City and resource management is now even 
more important in the modern era, because 
choices like upgrading a town to a large town 
not only improve your income and open up 
new units, but also impact negatively on the 
population. In our current playthrough, we're 
very much aware of balancing the new ways and 
the old, and it’s quite the challenge. 

A lot of work has been put into improving 
game Al at this level too, and it seems to have 
paid off. Factions are now much more likely 
to contact the player for a diplomatic con-fab, 
and seem far more skilled at aggressively using 
naval assets. In fact, the Al seems much more 
in the loop than any Total War title before it. One 
memorable instance of Al behaviour was a large 
army that had marched directly into our territory 
to attack a city, but once repelled, settled for 
terrorising the country-side, burning outlying 
settlements. This kind of behaviour makes it very 
easy to humanise the opposition - a neat and 
handy trick in this sort of game. 

The strategic layer does have some issues, 
though. The main one is that the cramped 
nature of the home islands makes it hard to 
really feel like you’ve got much choice in your 
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expansion, and once you get a good roll on, the 
game can get a little samey. Thankfully, though, 
this is offset by the aforementioned railroads, 
which make large troop movements easier, and 
more deadly, than ever before. 


The high ground 


The tactical layer is, again, familiar to any veteran, 
but — also again — subtly changed by the period, 
and by some interesting additions that Creative 


Assembly's been working toward for a while. 
Naval power is now far reaching, for one thing 


— not only can you bombard cities and indeed 


armies on the strategic map, but you can also 
now get naval support on the tactical map. 
Sadly, it’s rather abstracted — instead of 
seeing actual vessels, your land armies will 
get a number of barrages to represent close 
shore support. We can understand, though, 
that managing both land and naval assets on 
the one map, both for the player and the 
game engine, would be very tough. 

And man, those barrages are very effective. 
Though hard to time and aim, if you get it right 
you can effectively destroy entire swathes of the 
enemy. Ouch! 

Allying armies, which previously were always 
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under dubious Al control, can now be directly 
controlled by the player. It’s a hell of a challenge, 
making it obvious why CA don’t usually include 
it, but the fans have been wanting this for a while, 
so it’s great to have the option. 

However, the greatest impact that this setting 
has in the entire game is in the unit mix. Never 
in any of CAs games has there been such a 
technological gulf between unit types, or quite 
so varied a list of troop types to recruit. Even 
basic early game armies will have a mix of spear- 
armed units and black-powder armed ones, and 
as you progress this gap can get really quite 
interesting. Of course, it’s possible to eventually 
focus on entirely modern armies, but we’re 
finding that a good mix of feudal style troops, 
such as infantry with spears, work really well with 
modern ones. 

Sieges, too, are quite improved. The enemy 
Al now takes much more advantage of multiple 
approaches, and the possible disparities of 
units means that desperate last stands can 
be awesomely heroic. Imagine a couple of 
regiments of Line Infantry with modern muskets, 
holding off hordes of spearmen and sword 
wielding elites... suddenly, every city feels like 
it's worth fighting tooth and claw for, because 
you never know just how big a technological 
advantage you might have over the enemy. 

The flipside, of course, is the feeling you get 


your chair; it’s up to you. 

There are two big additions, though, that 
really change, respectfully, the look and feel of 
the game, and how you play it. First up, this is 
the first Total War game with full blood effects 
out of the box. This one’s bit of a mixed bag, as 
it seems CA's gone with the ‘Japanese people 
have stupidly high blood pressure’ look from 
Samurai cinema, so every time someone gets 
shot or cut, it’s jets of blood ahoy. It’s particularly 


Suddenly, every city feels like it’s worth fighting 
for, because you never know just how big a 
technological advantage you might have. 


playing one of the more traditional clans, and 
letting loose units of samurai and sword-armed 
horsemen to really rip up modern soldiers. 
There’s a romantic side to the Fall of the Samurai 
that is quite singular in gaming. Chances are 
you're going to get shot to pieces, but if you pull 
off one of these storybook victories, you'll want 
to celebrate Tom Cruise-style — either by dancing 
in your underwear or leaping up and down on 
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gruesome when artillery strikes start hitting home, 
or you open up with some of the more modern 
weaponry. Even at range the blossoms of gore 
are quite something. But it’s there, and as blood 
mods are usually the first thing added to any 
new release, it’s likely something the wider TW 
community will dig. 

The other addition is a new first person mode, 
which is actually pretty neat. It’s always been a 
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blast to get the camera down to eye-level and 
watch your units, on land and sea, open up, but 
now you can go one step further and actually 
control artillery and ships in first person mode. 
You can only control one unit at atime, so it’s not 
that useful in really big fights, but if you’ve got a 
small naval battle, or a land engagement where 
your units are all in place and only one or two 
batteries, it’s not only fun, but actually useful. The 
ability to direct broadsides, for instance, cannot 
be overestimated, and when controlling a gun 
battery it’s particularly fun to precisely snipe units 
of tactical worth: bye-bye, General. 

It's going to be interesting to see how the 
TW community, who are a passionate and 
vocal lot, take to some of the more advanced 
technologies in the game. Rail, steam ships, 
and other technologies give a truly unique feel 
to the game. We hope it’s popular, though; we 
keep asking Creative Assembly devs when 
they'll finally do an American Civil War game, 
and with Fall of the Samurai it seems the next 
logical step. Regardless, there’s more than 
enough game in this expansion alone to tide 
us over until then. (@) DH 


PC " 


Developer Creative Assembly 
Publisher Sega 

Website www.totalwar.com/shogun2 
Gamepla 


Rich, with the widest variety of 
units yet on offer. z 


Graphics 
Full of DirectXTLaw 


e f Overall 
3 Labelled expansion, this is a great 


full game in its own right. 


atemic 


STAR WARS: THE OLD REPUBLIC 


We take a trip to a long, long, long time ago in a galaxy far, far away. 


somewnat refreshing. In many ways SW:TOR’s 
meat lies in the journey towards the maximum 
level cap of 50, as your class quests take you 
across the galaxy. These class quests are 
intertwined with an overall story that has the 
Empire and the Republic hurtling inexorably 
towards War, and each offer a uniquely different 
reasoning for the journey. 


No, I’m Spartacus 

With class quests Bioware has delivered a 
curious fusion of single and multiplayer design. 
Rather than try and create stories that are 
generic, and encompass the fact that everyone 
else in your class is on the same journey, they 


fi Nes are two kinds of people in the Atomic 
offices, those who are patiently waiting for 
the local launch of SW:TOR and those who 
snapped and bought it from overseas. This 
writer falls into the latter category, and has been 
happily running around the galaxy for a month 
and a bit. 

As with any MMO review, consider this 
very much a snapshot of the game as it is at 
the moment. As we now know, SW:TOR has 
launched locally on the first of March, and all 
indications are that the second major patch 
for the game will have landed around that time 
as well. That zero-day patch promises to flesh 
out a lot of the systems that currently exist ina 
nascent state, and will likely give the first really 
solid view of just where Bioware is focusing its Se 
post-launch efforts. The current plan is to take i 
a second look at SW:TOR based on the local 
experience when it launches; for now we're 
playing on a US server to hit print deadline. 

There is something to be said for tying an 
MMO into a beloved IP. One of our major 
complaints with a game like Rift was that despite 
all the polish put into the game, the story just 
didn’t resonate with us. With Star Wars: The Old 
Republic not only is the setting familiar to anyone 
who has seen the movies, but it is the spiritual 
successor to the much beloved Knights of the 
Old Republic RPGs. Add to this the use of voice 
acting and cutscenes to tell the story, and you 
have an experience that immerses like no other 
MMO on the market. 

As MMOs increasingly focus down upon 
endgame, the approach taken by Bioware is 
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are very much unique. Everyone is that unique 
hero in terms of their class quests, with the 
same companions as everyone else and the 
same overarching reasons for travelling from 
planet to planet. 

But in the end it doesn’t really matter, because 
the stories are compelling and you do still have 
room to move within it. Bioware has borrowed a 
lot from its other titles to make this happen. The 
dialog interaction is very similar to Mass Effect, 
with choices on a dialog wheel that occasionally 
include choices that contribute to your Dark or 
Light side points; but more on that later. What’s 
really quite cool is that your current companion 
reacts to your choices according to its underlying 
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personality. One may gain affection when you act 
like a heartless douchebag, another might prefer 
when you show commitment to your faction, 


while another might reward pragmatic responses. 


Getting a feel for how your companions will react 
becomes a mini game in and of itself. 
Companions are an interesting addition. Each 
class ends up with five different companions 
over the course of the journey through the game, 
and you can have one with you at most times. 
This allows you to have a pocket healer, tank 
or damage dealer and also opens up extended 
options for gearing beyond making yourself look 
badass. Companions are also key to the game’s 
crafting system - you send them on missions 
of ever increasing length to gain rewards and 
progress your crafting skills. That also has the 
benefit of reducing grinding, ever so slightly. 
Besides pandering to their likes during 
conversations, you can build affection with 
companions through a Dragon Age style gifts 
system (these predominantly come from Vendors 
or Crafting missions). As they grow close, your 
companions get better at crafting, offer up 
sidequests and some can even eventually be 
romanced in typical Bioware style (although 
without the cringeworthy cutscenes of a game 


like Dragon Age). At the moment these choices 
are somewhat limited, but Bioware has promised 
to flesh them out with the inclusion of same sex 
romance in a future patch. For now though it is 
limited to heterosexual, and often interspecial, 
romance. 


Familiarity breeds content 
Your journey will take you to planets across 

the galaxy; some like Tattooine and Hoth are 
instantly familiar, while others are relatively 
untouched in the movies. You'll even visit 


industrial planets have separate areas 
connected by planetary transport systems. 
These varied environments are well paced, 
with industrial, indoor planets interspersed 
with more open ones. 

One of the big divergences from other MMOs 
is that these game maps are liberally spattered 
with instanced areas. Not only are class quests 
largely confined to instances, but a lot of the 
general quests also culminate with instanced 
content. This works well, in that it completely 
eliminates the frustrations that come with waiting 


Flashpoints expose some of the best and worst 
of the design of SW:TOR, and are usually best 
encountered with friends the first time around. 


planets like Alderaan, and Corellia, which are 
touched upon (or blown up) but never shown in 
the movies. 

Rather than being open, freeform planets, the 
gameplay takes place across a series of maps 
within said environments. On some planets 
these are contiguous areas, while the more 


for respawns in order to finish a questline, and 
acts hand in hand with the singleplayer-style 
storylines that you follow through the game. 

These instanced areas are for normal questing, 
but the Old Republic also has group-focused 
Dungeons to crawl along the way. These are 
dubbed Flashpoints, and are designed for 
groups of four players (when you reach level 
cap several of these Flashpcints are available to 
replay in hard mode, which is one of the major 
sources of endgame PVE gear). 

Flashpoints expose some of the best and 
worst of the design of SW:TOR, and are usually 
best encountered with friends the first time 
around. While Bioware has cleverly implanted 
a roll system for multiplayer conversations, in 
which the highest roll gets to speak, the actuality 
is that PUGs expect you to mash the spacebar 
and randomly choose an option to get through 
the flashpoint quicker. If you have been sitting 
back and enjoying the conversations through 
the rest of the game this can be a somewhat 
jarring experience (although less of a problem at 
endgame when you are running through Black 
Talon for the fifteenth time chasing the perfect 
pair of pants). 
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LFIM Heals HM BT 


While the levelling Flashpoints are relatively 
easy to complete, they do expose the fact that 
SW:TOR is an MMO based around the ‘holy 
trinity’ of Tank, Heals and DPS. Within each 
of the eight classes there are two ‘Advanced 
Classes’, which you choose at level 10. This 
is a permanent decision and determines just 
what your character will be able to do for the 
rest of the game. There are tanking and/or 
healing talent trees for every main class (each 
advanced class has three trees to choose from), 
but a handful of advanced classes have three 
pure DPS trees. While you are locked into your 
advanced class choice and the roles that they 
offer, you can respec your talent points for a 
small fee that resets weekly. 

Gameplay itself is very much in the World 
of Warcraft mould. You have abilities that are 
placed on action bars, and you use a rotation 
or priority system based upon resources and 
cooldowns. The nitty gritty of these systems 
varies depending upon the class, but there are 
definite combinations of abilities that play off 
each other that you'll soon get a feel for. 

At the moment the UI has very limited 


customisation options, so the action bars fill up 
quickly, and one soon finds themselves with 
more buttons than can physically fit on the two 
bars across the bottom of the screen. There 
is also no ability to create ingame macros (and 
no immediate promise of such), which makes 
it hard to work around this limitation. Interface 
customisation is promised as part of the 1.2 
patch due in March, but the extent of which is 
still unknown; hopefully it will at least allow for 
more buttons on the bottom of the screen. 
Apart from that frustration, the interface is 
actually pretty clear and intuitive, although some 
of the best options are strangely turned off by 
default. Besides enabling the extra buttons 
you'll likely want to turn on stuff like comparative 
tooltips (which allow you to compare a quest 
reward or inventory item with what your current 
companion is wearing) and area loot/autoloot 
(you can send your companion off to sell trash 
items in your inventory, so there is no reason to 
not pick up anything that drops). 


Enjoying the ride 

It is always so hard to judge an MMO so early in 
its life. However it is telling that the first thing we 
did after hitting 50 and finishing off the storylines 
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with our Imperial Agent was roll a Sith Warrior 
and do it all again. Once he hits 50, there is the 
whole Republic side of the story to explore, and 
with post-launch patching focusing on endgame 
there'll be plenty of time for that later. 

One of the frustrations with endgame is that 
grouping up for hard mode flashpoints requires 
long periods of hanging out on the faction’s fleet, 
thanks to chat channels only working per zone. 
This has led to calls for a WoW-style dungeon 
auto-queuing system, however what is really 
needed is an easy way to coordinate with others 
regardless of location (so you can go do daily 
quests and the like while still looking for a group). 
This is something we expect to be addressed in 
one of the coming patches. 

This writer has to admit that he has never 
really enjoyed MMO-based PvP gaming, and 
has been focusing on the extensive PVE content 
(which has been more than enough to sate my 
gaming needs). Which means that the warzones 
have been untouched by us throughout the 
levelling experience. They are there though, 
and Bioware has been putting effort into the 
seemingly endless task of class balancing 
required to appease PVPers. It is definitely an 
area into which the company is putting effort, 
but the amount of content is relatively tiny when 
compared to the vast amount of PVE content. 

Star Wars: The Old Republic delivers one 
of the most polished and enjoyable levelling 
experiences in an MMO to date. The endgame 
feels a bit lacking in comparison, but there 
is enough meat in the journey that it doesn’t 
detract from the experience for the vast majority 
of players. The endgame will be well served 
with future patches, and it will be interesting to 
see just how it evolves by the time we revisit 
SW:TOR in a couple of months. For now at least 
it is well worth the initial purchase cost, and a 
month is enough time to make the all-important 
decision as to whether it is worth your $15 a 
month for ongoing access. For this writer it is 
worth the $15, which is the first time that has 
happened since WoW, even despite trying many 
titles in the intervening years. (@) JG 


PC si 


Developer Bioware 
Publisher: EA 
Website www.swtor.com 


| Gameplay 
| There much replayability ifendgame __ 
| seems lacking. 2 
Graphics 
Surprisini 
e low-fi | 


It's a great fantasy romp 
that's worth the time and money: 


cI NV Ney KINGDOMS OF AMALUR: RECKONING 


This brightly coloured RPG is heavy on action and fun, but has some obvious limitations. 


K veers of Amalur: Reckoning is the first 
outing of a massive shared-world creation, 
dreamt up by some of the biggest names in 
fantasy gaming. Todd McFarlane’s part of the 
design team, RA Salvatore wrote a tonne of the 
game's lore, and they’ve got video and P&P 
luminary Ken Ralston onboard. The game was 
originally meant to be an MMO - and there is 
one still coming at some point — but this release 
got scaled back to singleplayer only. It’s a tale of 
creation almost as complex and deep as some 
of the most well-known in the game, and once 
Reckoning's roots are understood, it starts to 
make a lot more sense. 

There's an awtul lot to like about Reckoning, 
and there’s an awful lot of solo game to lose 
yourself in, but those MMO trappings are rather 
obvious. They don’t detract from the experience, 
but it’s hard to escape the feeling that Reckoning 
is an MMORPG with three letters removed. 


Dead reckoning 


There’s no denying that the game's got a solid 
starting hook. You wake up in pile of rotting 
corpses, swathed in rags, with no memory of 
who you are or how you got to be wherever it is 
you are. One of these mysteries is solved early 
— you've just become the first person to actually 
come back from the dead courtesy of a Gnome- 
built contraption called the Well of Souls. Who 
you are, though — that’s the bigger question, and 
one that the game's main plot is all about. 
You do find out some interesting stuff early 
on, however. The world of Amalur is all about 
fate, and the paths that fate has laid out for its 
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denizens are all but impossible to avoid — except 
for you. Somehow, you’re adrift from the threads 
of fate, something that is almost God-like in its 
rarity. You’re lead through some self discovery 
and tutorial areas, fighting your way out of the 
Gnomish lair while playing with each of the 
game’s weapons systems, though the pacing 

is terminally uneven. 

But it’s worth sticking with, because once you 
get into some proper questing, the game's a 
mess of fun. 

The combat and character progression are 
probably the real stars of Reckoning. Like Skyrim, 
the game's effectively classless — you can pick 
up any weapon, and cast spells from the get 


go, or get all sneaky. But if you want to be really 
good at one of these, you need to put points 
into the respective talent tree. They're called 
class trees, but it’s effectively the same system 
that Blizzard's been using in its RPGs for years — 
mostly because it just works. 
With each level attained, you first boost 
skills - such as Blacksmithing and other crafting 
skills, or Persuasion to let you influence dialogue 
— and then distribute three points between the 
trees. You can mix and match as you want, too; 
even from the first few levels you start to see a 
lot of customisation options and solid benefits 
from your choices. Want to be a master of 
archery with some close-in knife skills? Easy. 
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Wielding a flaming two-handed sword you made 
yourself, while shattering the very ground at 

your opponent's feet? It’ll only take a few hours. 
Actually using those skills is pretty streamlined, 
too, and it comes down to using the left mouse 
button for your main weapon attack (you can 
have a secondary weapon slotted, which you 
can equip with mouse-wheel), and the right 
button for your special attacks. Reckoning keeps 
the keyboard mashing to a minimum by making 
only one of your specials — each traditionally 
mapped to a number key — available at any time. 
Picking the right special for each fight actually 
adds a nice layer of tactical decision making, and 
the combat is more satisfying because of it. 

It's also very bright and flashy. You can chain 
attacks, use combos, or just mash to your 
heart's content, and different weapons come 
with different attack speeds and combos. The 
combat's really only as involved as you want, 
though it's very rewarding the better you get at it. 

The final bit of customisation you can enjoy 
links directly back to your unique ability to 
change your own fate. It’s basically a card 
system, not unlike a Tarot, where you choose 
a given Fate and get access to some boosted 
abilities. However, you unlock different Fates as 
you advance through the talent trees, meaning 
you'll be able to really focus on a certain play- 
style. Some of these even make changes to 
basic abilities, like turning your dodge into a 
damage-dealing teleport. 


Choose your own 
Outside of the combat, though, some of the 
game’s quests, and the world of Amalur itself, 
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are quite interesting. One early chain of quests 
really impressed, as it involved becoming King 
of a whole faction — there’s no drip-feeding 

here — and like the constant amount of treasure 
and cool gear you'll need to pawn off, the game 
consistently gives you some very satisfying 
storytelling rewards, too. 

But as you explore the wider world, the limits 
do start to get annoying. We mentioned Skyrim 
earlier, and if there's one area where Reckoning 
compares poorly it’s in terms of exploration — 
there really isn’t any. Instead, you’re blocked 
and channelled all over the place, forever seeing 
interesting spots that you can never get to. The 
fact that there’s no ability to jump from anything 
other than appointed spots makes this even 
more glaring, as you'll constantly find many low 
obstacles that cannot be overcome. 

The game's engine and art style are also 
obvious hints that this was meant to be an MMO. 
The environment's very open, with obvious hubs 
around the place, and none of the clutter you’d 
expect in a modern singleplayer game. It’s pretty 
enough, but it’s hardly pushing the boundaries 
of game design, and if anything it all looks a little 


too derivitive of other big name franchises — then 
again, there really are only so many ways you 
can draw a wolf or a bear or a troll. 

Too, you often end up with a companion 
for a given part of a quest, which reminds us 
of classic escort quests in MMOs. If anything, 
the best way to describe the game is World of 
Warcraft without the World. Similarly, while every 
NPC is voiced, the player isn’t, which seems a 
glaring omission. 

When it excels, Reckoning delivers fantasy 
action better than almost any other game we 
can think of — it’s a Diablo level of smoothness. 
And there's a lot of content to get through, so 
if you're looking for a single game to take up a 
mess of time, this is a top choice. But it’s not 
quite all there; the missing MMO part of the 
game exists almost like some cognitive ghost, 
informing and shaping Reckoning despite not 
being present. 

But it’s not going to stop us playing — at least 
until the enduring pull of Skyrim exerts its frosty 
presence over us again! ( D) 


( PC, ps3, 360 (reviewed fi PC) -_ 


Developer 38 Studios + Big Huge Games 
Publisher Electronic Arts 
Website http://reckoning.amalur.com 


Gameplay 
Fast and fun, but with deep 
character options. 


Graphics 
| Atouch too c 


It's a fantasy romp that’s 
alot of fun. 
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eT N YSN MAX PAYNE 3 
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I‘: going to be quite interesting to see how the 
wider gaming public reacts to the new Max 
Payne 3 when it releases. Sure, there's a hint 
of modernity to the game - it’s cross-platform, 
has a shiny new engine, and even features real 
multiplayer! But the core of the experience is 
basically unchanged from the first game in 2001. 
It's sharp, moody, dripping with noir cool, and 
doesn’t waste any time in telling its story. By all 
reports, you can finish the campaign in a round a 
dozen hours, and so far... it's looking and feeling 
like everything a fan could want. 


Slow motion... 

There’s been a mess of trailers and hands-off 
previews of the game up to now, but the recent 
sessions Rockstar’s been running have been 
hands-on, and on real live PC code - almost 
unheard of for a cross-platform game these 
days. However, as Rockstar points out, the 
game's been developed not as a single code- 
base ported from one platform to another, but in 


Max Payne 3 


We're happy to say that Max is well and truly back — bring it on! 


parallel — the PC version's designed to be a PC 
game from the get-go. 

And, we're happy to say, it shows. 

For one thing, while there are some areas 
where the game engine feels a bit... plain (and 
there's still a lot of polishing to go) the minute the 
frequent action kicks in MP3 becomes one of 
the best on the market. The lighting in particular 
is intensely atmospheric, with lots of directed 
lighting from flashlights; the murky environments 
feel like they're being cleanly cut by bright 
tactical lights and gunfire — lots of gunfire. 

Given the advances in hardware power, 
Rockstar could almost be forgiven for opening 
up the world of Max Payne, but thankfully the 
game remains a tight linear exploration of John 
Woo-like choreography. Rather than choosing 
where to go, it’s more about choosing how to 
fight. We played through three very different 
settings - an empty soccer stadium that’s 
serving as the location for a hostage negotiation 
gone wrong, a series of river-front buildings 


through which Max hunts kidnappers, and finally, 
a run-down Favella, where Max has gone to 
ground after what appears to be an epic bender. 

Each features a wholly different palette of 
colours, textures and occupants, and vastly 
different tactical options. Within moments of 
each level starting, we were able to choose 
our weaponry, from the classic duel-wielding to 
assault rifles and heavy shotguns. The game 
is elegant enough on console, which we also 
got to play, but really, it’s just so great to have 
precision mouse control combined with bullet 
ime and shoot-dodging, which feel note-perfect 
in this new iteration of the game. There are 
some brilliant additions, too, like the ability to 
prone and still be mobile, rolling around as you 
arget different enemies, or the brutal close-up 
akedowns that let you first stun an opponent 
hat brutally execute them - if you're in a bad 
mood, that is. 

Though, it’s Max. He’s always in a bad mood. 

For all that it’s easy to focus on the action, the 
story's looking strong as well. We're following 
Max on a search for redemption through New 
York and South America, and there’s all the usual 
voiceover narration and flair you'd expect from 
the series. But subtle things bring a whole new 
sense of authenticity, like gameplay to in-engine 
cut-scenesthat don’t break immersion, where 
bodies remain in-scene and Max is always 
carrying whichever weapon you chose. Little 
things, but you sure notice them. 

It's early days, of course, but we already feel 
like Max is making a strong return, and a strong 
case as one of the most iconic characters in 
gaming. Welcome back, man. © DH 


- 
Previewed on PC and Xbox 


Developer Rockstar 
Publisher. Rockstar 


Website 


www.rockstargames.com/maxpayne3 


f . 
Awesome action; 
A classic voi 


Anticipation ‘rating 
May 18th cannot come 
soon enough. 
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GAME DEMO: - 
JAGGED ALLIANCE: BACK IN ACTION! 


The best reason to buy an iPad 


Your other favourite technology magazine now has an iPad edition 
featuring everything you love in the magazine plus exclusive extras each 
month including additional photography and video. Change the way you 

view your tech. Head to iTunes now to download the app. 
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THE DARKNESS II 
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Like Romeo and Juliet. Except Juliet’s already dead, and Romeo has demonic powers. 


W: liked the premise of the first Darkness 
game when it launched in 2007 (www. 
atomicmpc.com.au/?87861); based upon 
the comics of the same name it followed 

Jackie Estacado, a hitman for the mob, and his 
particular knack for killing things in gruesome 
ways. It turned out that Jackie was infused with 
a demonic force called The Darkness — only 
ever explained as an ancient force that revels in 
killing, suffering, and mayhem. Jackie eventually 
used The Darkness to climb his way to the top 
of the mob family, where he decided enough 
was enough and that he’d try to ignore the harsh, 
screeching voices in his head that told him to 
murder everyone around him. Thus begins The 
Darkness II. 


A leg to stand on 
We're shown a short summary video that poorly 
explains the backstory of the first game, and 
get dumped into the shoes of Jackie as he 
visits a restaurant and promptly gets blown up, 
destroying his leg. Doubling as the tutorial, this 
section has Jackie being dragged through the 
now-destroyed restaurant with gun in hand, 
shooting at the assassins after his life, until 
he’s moved to the kitchen where a burst gas 
pipe is ignited and blows him to within an inch 
of living. Unable to muster the strength to tell 
The Darkness to shut up any more, he gives 
in and has his body repaired in mere seconds; 
activating the demonic powers that are the 
game's focus. 

What follows is a bloody fight through the 
alleyways behind the restaurant, introducing the 
game's basic mechanics one by one. Though 
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clearly designed to be cross-platform, controls 
on PC are pretty great: right click zooms in for 
normal shooting with the left click, also doubling 
as a trigger when dual-wielding, while the 
middle mouse button controls one of the two 
demonic tentacles under Jackie's control. We've 
nicknamed them Stabby and Slashy; Slashy is 
manipulated by pressing down the scrollwheel 
and moving the mouse up, down, or sideways, 
causing Slashy to follow suit. This causes 
astounding amounts of damage to the soft, 
squishy humans you'll encounter throughout the 
game, and once sufficiently damaged they'll be 
sliced in half, or slammed into the ground in a 
spray of red goop. 

Stabby is the more useful of the two tentacles; 
pressing the E button on a fallen foe lets Stabby, 
well, stab through their chest to eat their heart, 


regaining health (and their rich, tasty courage). 
Stabby can also grab items from a short 
distance, allowing quick pickups of ammo or 
guns, can grab car doors to use as shields or 
projectiles that slice enemies in half, and has the 
ability to snatch stunned enemies shot in the leg 
or whacked with Slashy, to execute them in a 
variety of horrible, horrible ways. The most basic 
is to coil around the enemy, then burst through 
their chest to eat their heart. As repulsive an idea 
as that initially seems, it soon becomes second 
nature to mow down scads of enemies and go 
on a heart-devouring spree. 


The hunter... 


Jackie's understandably angry that someone 
blew him up, and the game moves into the 
second major portion of the whole experience — 


THE DARKNESS Il 
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Jackie’s luxurious home. It’s less an apartment 
than a mansion in the sky, and wandering 
around its lavishly-detailed rooms and outdoor 
grounds is a pleasure that few games offer; it’s 
these parts, interspersed by the missions, that 
give the game life and the characters interest. 
Each member of the ‘family’ is fully voiced and 
written to stay consistent throughout the game, 
and are believable in their banter about cracking 
skulls — and good food. 

Jackie's love interest is also introduced — or 
rather, described. See, Jenny was his childhood 
friend, teenage mate and eventual girlfriend, who 
had the misfortune of being murdered in front of 
Jackie. He's still crazy about her, and one of the 
few tasks in the mansion is to light a candle in 
her memory. 

Through talking to wiry mobster Jimmy the 
Grape, the assassin’s location is disc@vered, 
and Jackie begins to plan an assault in atypical 
mob style. His investigations eventually lead to 
an abandoned mannequin warehouse where a 
brothel has sprung up, giving The Darkness II an 
unexpected graphic spin. 

Wandering through the brothel to meet with 
a snitch, you catch glimpses of the prostitutes 
and their various clients. From blowjobs to anal 
sex and prostitutes crying in the corner as their 
client dresses, it's a stark contrast to the sexual 
content in most games -— or lack thereof — and 
one that makes us baffled as to how this game 


made it through our current classification system. 


Regardless of the setting, Jackie reaches 
the snitch and discovers that he’s being hunted 
by an ancient association, uniquely called the 


Brotherhood, that know all about The Darkness 
and want to harness it for themselves. That, 
unhappily for Jackie, involves some not-nice 
methods to acquire it. Cue the killing of many, 
many people. 


The hunted 


It's this new foe that highlights the strengths and 
weaknesses of The Darkness as a force - it’s 
capable of supreme carnage and power in 
shadow, but is crippled and useless in light. 
Thus when enemies arm themselves with 
high-powered torches and flares in addition to 
spotlights, it turns combat into a tactical game 
where keen situational awareness is essential 
for survival. Enemies will strafe and flank, and 
importantly, will even retreat when a situation is 
uncomfortable. 

This is mitigated by purchasing upgrades at 
regular intervals, using points accumulated with 
every kill. The more gruesome the kill, such as 
splitting an enemy in half by yanking on each leg 
or removing their spine through their posterior 
in an ‘Ass-ecution’ (top of the page), the more 
points are awarded. These unlock additional 
executions, a limited-time Gun Channelling 
power that beefs up all weapons, and armour 
that makes Jackie hardier in the dark. 

However many upgrades you have, the 


enemies seem to keep up in pace, and become 
much more powerful and numerous as you 
progress. We can’t say much more without 
spoiling the story, but it’s a hell of a ride that 

took us eight hours to complete. Admittedly we 
listened to every piece of dialogue and explored 
each level thoroughly; five to six hours on Normal 
difficulty is likely if you rush through. 


1 . 
Quality time 
Though short, The Darkness II comes with 
an option to start over and carry over upgrades 
purchased, modifying the combat experience 
with another playthrough. There are also 
Vendetta missions that stand alone from the 
main campaign, and can be played solo or 
cooperatively. Digital Extremes have managed 
to craft a game that takes a solid FPS core, 
wraps it in maturity and gore, and leaves a 
lasting impression not for its extremes of 
violence — but for its characters and unique 
combat. It’s a beautiful game in more ways 
than one, but is let down by its all-too-brief 
story. Even with that in mind, we still think 
it's worth full price — we can’t wait for a third 
instalment in this crazy series. (@) JR 


( PC, PS3, 360 (reviewed on PC) 


Developer Digital Extremes 
Publisher 2K 
Website www.embracethedarkness.com 


Gameplay 
Tight shooting, great characters; 
| too short. 


Graphics 


A game brutally honest and | 
thoroughly authentic in presentation, 


well worth the purchase. 
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A tactical error 


Hidden and Dangerous 2 remains unsurpassed in the detail it brought to 
World War 2 shooters, and the joy it brought David Hollingworth. 


idden and Dangerous was fun enough, 
but it seemed mediocre compared to 


more focused and polished efforts of the 


period. This was, after all, the same year of the 
smash-hit Medal of Honor, the game that pretty 
much put the Second World War on the map. 


H&D was solid, but it had far too many elements, 


and never really hung together. 

At least, that’s what | thought. Really, it's more 
likely that | wasn’t able to really appreciate it, like a 
kid who sees Empire Strikes Back and thinks it's 
dull — give ‘em a few years and they'll see it for the 


superior product it is, rich in drama and complexity. 


Luckily, developer Illusion Softworks had a 
second stab at the game, Hidden & Dangerous 
2. It came out two years later, a far more 
polished product by comparison, and in 
clearer air thematically than its predecessor. 
| was really able to get into this one a lot — 
it’s the rare game that | actually played to 
completion, and then started again. It seemed 
like shooters were growing up, adding whole 
new layers of gameplay to standard running 
and gunning of the time. 

But where did all that brilliance go? In a lot 
of ways, it seems as though H&D2 was a high 
point from which shooters, especially military 
ones, have steadily receded. 

So what did it have? Well, one of the deepest 
squad management mechanics we've seen, 
something belonging more to an RPG than a 


offered protection. Gear like medpacks and other 


equipment was also available, so one of the 

defining moments of each complex mission was 

kitting out your squad. Balancing ammunition 

and weapons was a challenge, as was choosing 

the right uniforms — even those of the enemy 

were an option if you wanted to play stealthily. 
The great thing here was that if you lost a 


If you lost a man in the field, they were 
dead. You'd have to choose a replacement. 
It meant losing someone had real impact. 


shooter. You had a team of four soldiers, and 
you could level each up in an array of skills, give 
them different equipment; even uniforms. It 
even let you choose jaunty hats that increased 
speed and performance, over helmets that 


man in the field, they were dead. You’d have to 
choose from a field of replacements. It meant 
losing someone had real impact. Not only might 
they have critical skills, but there’s the whole idea 
that you’ve trained these soldiers up — they're 
your people. 


And then, of course, there was the action itself. 


H&D2 let you swap from soldier to soldier, or 
simply to command them via a top-down view. 
It was very strategic, and you could lose hours 
setting up the perfect ambush or attack,. getting 
each soldier into the right spot, laying mines just 
So... it was really deep. When the brown stuff hit 
the rotating unit; the action was hella fun, with 
great physics combining with a ballistics engine 
that was just challenging enough, a solid enemy 
Al, and interactive environments that meant you 
could have a tense 10 seconds just trying to 


@ 
open a door before a guard comes through — or 
close it so that he doesn’t spot you! 

The thing that bugs me about H&D2 is that 
we've not ever seen anything like it. It’s not like 
it was poorly received, either, and I’m not just 
reminiscing about a crap game | happened to 
like. This was a legitimately great game; anyone | 
mention it to (| do tend to go on about things like 
this) agrees wholeheartedly. “That game,” they’ll 
respond, cheering at the thought. “What a great 
game!” Journos, fellow gamers, random people 
on the street (okay, getting carried away now) — 
they all look back on it very fondly. 

So why doesn’t anything match up to H&D2’s 
complexity. and depth? 

Well, part of it could be the inevitable drawing 
in of Illusion Softworks to its publisher's bosom. 
They’re called 2K Czech, now, and are best 
known for the Mafia games, amongst other 
things. There was the Vietcong series of games, 
and | suspect that’s where things start to go 
wrong. It’s a tough period to get right, and those 
games certainly lacked the flair that set H&D 
apart. Possibly, the issue is that while there were 
many Spec-ops type operations in the Vietnam 
War, they weren’t the kind you could really make 
a tasteful game about... 

But it’s sad that no one’s taken up the H&D 
mantle. A modern iteration of the series would 
really be something. Imagine an engine like 
Frostbite2, with the squad management of 
Mass Effect, and action straight out of any great 
modern shooter. 

Aman can dream... @ 
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Pa Express Graphics 

Bee 802.11b/g/n Wireless, Bluetooth 


DreamBook Power P17 
From $1899 


RRP Inc-GST 


DreamBook Power W27 


- New Intel Sandy Bridge Technology 

- 2nd Generation Intel Core i3 / i5 / i7 Processor 

- Up to 16GB DDR3 1333MHz Memory 

+ 17.3" Full HD (1920x1080) 16:9 Crystal Bright 

- nVidia GeForce GTX 460M 1.5GB GDDR5 / 
nVidia GeForce GTX 485M 2GB GDDRS Graphics 

- 3.5G / TV Tuner (optional), 2 Mega Pixel Camera 


New Intel Sandy Bridge Technology 

2nd Generation Intel Core i3 / i5 / i7 Processor 
Up to 8GB DDR3 1333MHz Memory 

17.3" HD+ (1600x900) 16:9 Crystal Bright 
Intel® HD Graphics 3000 Graphics, 

Up to 1.7GB memory, DirectX 10 

802.11b/g/n Wireless, 1.3 Mega Pixel Camera 


GAMING EDITION 


DreamBook Power X72 i7 6 Core SLI Extreme 


From $2799 


RRP Inc-GST 
(IR 


SL 


- Intel Core i7 Six / Quad Core Processor 
- Up to 12GB DDR3 1333MHz Memory 


- 17.3" Full HD (1920x1080, 16:9) Crystal Bright 


- nVidia GeForce GTX 480M 2GB DDRS5 SLI Graphics 


- 3x Hard Drives, RAID (0/1/5) Support 


- DVD/Blu-Ray Dual Layer, Intel 6300N 802.11b/g/n 
- 3.5G Broadband, Bluetooth, 3 Mega Pixel Camera 


DreamBook Power W15 
From $799 


RRP Inc-GST 


- New Intel Sandy Bridge Technology 

- 2nd Generation Intel Core i3 / i5 / i7 Processor 
- Up to 8GB DDR3 1333MHz Memory 

+ 15.6" HD+ (1600x900, 16:9) Crystal Bright 

- nVidia GeForce GT 540M 1GB GDDR3 Graphics 


- 3.5G Broadband Modem, 2 x USB 3.0 Ports 
+ 9-in-1 Card Reader, 2 Mega Pixel Camera 


DreamVision Power AIO PC DH61 


From $999 
RRP Inc-GST 


- New Intel Sandy Bridge chipset 

- Multi-touch screen + easy wheel controls 

- All-in-one space saving design 

- Second generation Core i3 / i5 / i7 Processor 
+ 21.5” Full HD 16:9 LCD Display 

+ Blu-ray Playback & TV Tuner optional 

+ Power saving - Energy Star 5.0 


DreamBook Power P15 
From $1399 


RRP Inc-GST 


- New Intel Sandy Bridge Technology 


- 2nd Generation Intel Core i3 / i5 / i7 Processor 

- Up to 16GB DDR3 1333MHz Memory 

* 15.6" Full HD (1920x1080, 16:9) Crystal Bright 

- nVidia GeForce GTX 460M 1.5GB GDDR65 / 
nVidia GeForce GTX 485M 2GB GDDRS Graphics 

+ 3.5G, 9-in-1 Card Reader, 2 Mega Pixel Camera 


DreamVision Power i7 PC 
From $699 


RRP Inc-GST 


- New Intel Sandy Bridge chipset 

- Second generation Core i3 / i5 / i7 Processor 

- Up to 16GB DDR3 Memory 

- Up to 2 x nVidia GeForce GTX 295 1792MB 
896bit GDDR3 PCI Express Graphics Cards 

- Up to 3 SATA Hard Drives RAID 0/1/5 

+ Multiple case choices & customisable options 


All prices include GST, exclude freight, all images are for illustrative purposes only. Errors and omissions excepted. Free 1 Year On-site Pickup & Return Warranty, 2 and 3 Years Optional. 
- ISO 9001 Quality Endorsed Company QEC11489 - Commonwealth Government Endorsed Supplier 263 - State, Local, Government, Education Contract Supplier 


1300 883 218 / sales@pioneer.net.au 


Build your own dream! 


www. pioneer.net.au 


Dreamcare.com.au 


New online service 
for all brands of P€s, No 
and Servers. 


FOR HIGH-CAPACITY, 
/ HIGH-VALUE STORAG 


THE MOST ECONOMIC VALUE THECUs V-SERIES 
NETWORK STORAGE DEVICES 


NSW 

ARC Computers 

Aus PC Market 

HB Outlet 

UK International 

ITC 

Megaware Computers 
mWave 

Skycomp Technology 


02 9478 8322 
02 9646 8000 
1800 800 628 
02 9745 0877 
02 8004 3033 
02 9698 1593 
1300 727 446 
02.9281 5909 


arc.com.au 
auspemarket.com.au 
hboutlet.com.au 
ik.com.au 
i-tech.com.au 
megaware.com.au 
mwave.com.au 
skycomp.com.au 


QLD 

Computer Alliance 
Game Dude 
Umart Online 


WA 

Foxcomp Technology 
Austin Computers 
Hardware House 
VTech Industries 


07 3420 3200 
07 3387 1500 
07 3369 3928 


08 9331 3643 
08 9201 2788 
08 9322 7344 


wicca CITRIX’ / - 
TREC 4) Acroni 
TOGDE ready Ne PCI-e Gen2 SSS, 


Fiber/10GBASE-T 
N16000V CDi Ee 
— Equiped with Intel® Xeon® Processor - SATAIII and SAS 6G 


Enterprise 16-Bay NAS 
— iSCSI Network Storage Technology - 10GBASE-T NIC 
— Support High Availability 


N12000V 


Enterprise 12-Bay NAS 


~ Equiped with Intel® Xeon® Processor — SATAIII and SAS 6G 
— iSCSI Network Storage Technology - 10GBASE-T NIC 
— Support High Availability 


N38900V 


Commercial 8-Bay NAS 


— Equiped with Intel® Pentium® Processor - USB 3.0 
- SATAII| and SAS6G -— 10GBASE-T - HDMI Output 


SA VIC 


computeralliance.com.au Allneeds Computers 0882118661 — allneeds.com.au CentreCom 1300 007 600 centrecom.c¢ 


gamedude.com.au 
umart.com.au 


foxcomp.com.au 
austin.net.au 

hwhouse.com.au 
VTech Industries 


MATS Systems 08 82310622 mats-systems.com.au Computers & Parts Land 03 8542 8688 cpl.net.au 
PC Case Gear 03 9551 0889 pccasegear. 
Scorpion Technology 1300726770 sorptec.corr 

NT 

PC Solutions 4 U 08 8941 2119 wwwopcsolutions4u.com.au 


